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I told Hattie, - - huh,

To make her dress a little longer - . ;
I told Hattie, - - huh, e

To make her dress a little lon b N
I told Hattie, - - huh, i

To make her dress a little longer, - - hyh-
A-showin’ of her laig, --huh, ’

Newton Redwine. Mr. Redwine says: “John H
song to sing as he wo,r'ked, but it seems that the fouowi:“g")‘wl::d htilso f:?r!::
just before his death. The Beattyville Enterprise, Beattyville
Kyo Feb. 1, 1929. E

I have hammered
Four long years
With this old hammer

I have hammered
On the W & A

I have hammered
On the old M & C
I have worked

On the C & S

The hammer am a ringin’
And the steel am a singin’
Pll put the hole

On down boys

Put the hole on down

This old hammer
Killed John Scott
It will never kill me

Hammer am a ringin’
Steel am a singin’

Pll put the hole

On down boys

Pll put the hole

On down - hut - hut - hut

Hut - hut - hut
I'll put the hole on down
Fll put the hole on down

This old hammer
Has killed John Scott
It will never kill me
Hut - hut - hut

Pl put the hole on down, boys
il put the hole on down
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Minnie Darby, Evington, Va.

This old hammer
Killed John Henry;

It won’t kill me, boys,
It won’t kill me.

: I’'m going back

' To east Colorado;
Pm not coming back, boys,
I’m not coming back.

If that fast man

Asks for me, boys,
Tell him ’m gone,
Tell him m gone,

This old hammer
Killed John Henry;

It won’t kill me, boys,
It won’t kill me.

This old hammer

Ring a - like silver,
Shine a - like gold, boys,
Shine a - like gold.

I’'m going home

To see my mama; |
I’'m not coming back, boys, y
I’'m not coming back. -

If you see - -
My blue - eyed baby, |
Tell her ’m gone, boys,
Tell her ’'m gone.

This old hammer
Killed John Henry;

It won’t kill me, boys,
It won’t kill me.

D

Martin Barrow, of the Public Works Department of
Jamaica, West Indies. Mr. Barrow sent this version of the song
in Jamaica, July 26, 1932,

Ten pound hammer kill John Henry,
Ten pound hammer kill John Henry,
Ten pound hammer kill John Henry,
Somebody dying every day.




Somebody dying every duy
lﬂ“mbnu“
;“wmunhmﬁ"‘-‘
l“ﬂmhu‘“““
Somebody dyimg cvery day

Somebody dying every day

Number nine hmoel no will kill me
Number nine tunnel ne will kil =
Number nine tunsel so will ki -
Somebody dying cvery day

Dis ole hammer # sound Uk
Dis ole bammer o soe A
Dis ole hamm .
S\Ju(‘hﬂdi dvi A

Tea pound hammer w
Ten pound hammer w
lf“ }u‘ll"d Da i "

Somedody dving evers

Wake up, shake wp. o
Wake up, shake up nd | )
Wake uh, shake up, climi 1
l.l_\lllg every dayvy
Rocks and mountam hang adout mc
Rocks and mountain hang about me
and mountan hang about me,
dying every day

U1 live to see Decembder,
: : ::: to see December,

t© see December,
Somedody dying every day.

this bammer to the walker,
this hammer to the walker,
this bammer to the walker,
dylng every day

!’???
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Tell him I am going buddy,
Tell him I am going buddy,
Tell him | am going buddy,
Somebody dying every day.

QGoing buddy to my country,
Going buddy to my country,
QGoing buddy to my country,
Somebody dying every day.

E

Aubrey F. Goff, Glenville, W. Va. Mr. Goff obtaineq the
song in 1923, from the singing of Harley V. Townsend of Dusk, Gilmer
County, W. Va. It is titled “The Yew Pine Mountains”, and shows John
Hardy as the victim of the hammer.

This old hammer rings like silver;

This old hammer rings like silver,

This old hammer rings like silver;

It shines like gold, babe, it shines like gold.
Pm going back to the Yew Pine Mountains;
Pm going back to the Yew Pine Mountains,
Pm going back to the Yew Pine Mountains;
That’s my home, babe, that’s my home.

This old hammer killed my buddy,

This old hammer killed my buddy,

This old hammer killed my buddy;

But it'll not kill me, babe, it’ll not kill me.

Why! ’cause I'm going back to the Yew Pine Mountains,
Why! ’cause Pm going back to the Yew Pine Mountains,
Why! ’cause 'm going back to the Yew Pine Mountains;
That's my home, babe, that’s my home.

This old hammer killed John Hardy,

This old hammer killed John Hardy,

This old hammer killed John Hardy;

But i#'ll not kill me, babe, it'll not kill me.
Pm going back to the Yew Pine Mountains,
Pm going back to the Yew Pine Mountains,
Fm going back to the Yew Pine Mountains;
That's my home, babe, that's my home.

The people 'round here they don't like me,
The people "round here they don't like me,
The people "round here they don't like me;
Bet | don’t care, babe, | don't care

Fm going back 10 the Yew Pine Mountains,
Fo going back 10 the Yew Pine Mountains,
Fm golng back 1o the Yew Pine Mountains;
That's my Bome, babe, that's my home
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Forty - four days make forty - four doflars
Forty - four days make forty - four -Jnllars:
Forty - four days make forty - four dollars
All in gold, babe, all in gold '
I'm going back to the Yew Pine Mountains
Pm going back to the Yew Pipe Mountains
I'm going back to the Yew Pine Mountains -
That's my home, babe, that's my home

I can hear my ftrue love calling ,

I can hear my true love calling,

I can hear my true love calling ;

'Come back home, babe, come back home'
Pm going back to the Yew Pine Mountaing
I'm going back to the Yew Pine Mountains
Pm going back to the Yew Pine Mountains
That’s my home, babe, that's my home

I can see my true love coming

I can see my true love coming .

I can see my true love coming

Dressed in red, babe, dressed in red

I'm going back to the Yew Pine Mountais
I’'m going back to the Yew Pine Mountain
Pm going back to the Yew Pine Mo tain
That’s my home, babe. that myv home

When I meet her | will greet her
When I meet her 1 will greet her

When | meet her 1 will greet her:

And she'll greet me, babe, and she’ll greet me
'm going back to the Yew Pin Mountains,
m going back to the Yew Pine Mountains.
Pm going back to the Yew Pine Mountains;
That’s my home, babe, that’s my home.




Pll ham’ my fool self to death,
Pll ham’ my fool self to death.’

John Henry told his shaker,

‘Shaker, you had better pray,
For if 1 miss this piece of steel

Tomorrow will be your burying day.

John Henry had a pretty little woman,
Her name was Polly Ann.

John Henry lay sick and on his bed,
Polly Ann drove steel like a man.

The women all knew John Henry,

They knew he was so neat and so fine;
The Big Bend tunnel on the C and O road
Is the place where John Henry went blind,
Is the place where John Henry went blind,

John Henry was buried,

He was buried with each hammer in his hand.

It was written on his tomb just as solid as a doom,
‘Here lies our steel - driving man.’

John Henry drove steel,

He drove from the top of his head.

Nine - pound hammer going up in each hand
Was what caused John Henry to fall dead,
Was what caused John Henry to fall dead.

Vil
Tishie Fitzwater, Hosterman, W. Va.
When John Henry was a little boy,
Sitting on his papa’s knee,
He picked up a hammer and said to his papa,
“This Is going to be the death of me.’

Castle,

wilh his hamme
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John Hurymsb:foothn,
Mdtwofootandahajfwmﬂnb,m

He would pound all dayWithallinePDnndhmner
And never get tired and want to rest

The scraper and the sprayers was all .
Thought the mountain was fa; in, getting scared,
When John Henry cried out with a Joud s
‘It is nothing but my hammer i the wind’

John Henry had a little woman,
Her name was Polly Anp.

John Henry got sick and had to go to bed,
Polly drove steel like a man.

John Henry’s mama come r
As hard as she could run:

‘In the Big Ben tunnel on the
Is going to be the death of my

unning

C & O Road
son.’

John Henry’s wife,

He keeps her dressed up in blue,

She come running down stairs

with her hair ajl curled,
And cried, ‘O John Henry,

[ been true to you.’

IX

O. W. Evans, Editor of the New Castle Record, New
Castle, Va. Mr. Evans wrote in 1928 that he heard the ballad forty
years ago, and remembered some of it

“As 1 remember the negro banjo-
pickers’ melody of John Henry, they ended each verse with, ‘And he died
with his hammer in his hand.’ ”

The Cap’n he got oneasy (uneasy),

Thought Ben Tunnel was a - cavin’ in,

But John Henry cried out with a loud, loud voice,

‘Is nothin’ but my hammer in the wind, God knows,
Nothin’ but my hammer in the wind.’

Some said he come from Columbus,
Others said he come from Cain,

he give in his name as an East Virginia man,
And

he died with his hammer in his hand, God knows,
And he died with his hammer in his hand.

John Henry he had a woman,
‘ome all dressed in blue

Sayin’, ‘Haven't | been true to you, God Knows,
Ye't 1 been true to you?'




404

65

hE at‘ nQiSe

to Promige
more thay

naked in the intense heat’’'*) In such tangible darkness,
and smoke, the ‘“loose r(_Jck” overhead would seem
immediate relief; and nothing “haunts the mine worker
a fall of the strata which he calls the roof.” 13)

Drinker explains that “no man but a tunne} engineer can apprec
the difficulties and dangers of tunnel construction - - it is not 4 quest]?;e
of calculating certain strains and allowing certain factors of safetn
but a very vying with the unknown powers of darkness, all the mofe'
to be feared because one can never ‘know what a day’s advance ma
bring forth.” 1) Of these uncertainties, tunnel-sickness, blasting anﬂ
the roof seem to offer the greatest dangers to life, and Big ’Bend
had a full share of all three.

In the St. Gothard Tunnel, “men died in large numbers of a
peculiar disease, called tunnel trichinosis ... Three or four monthg
labor in the tunnel brought on the disease.” %) It is not certain \nat
this disease affected any of the Virginia Negroes on the Chesapeake
and Ohio, but the fact that horses on the job at St. Gothard died at
the rate of ten a month suggests the great probability of deaths at
Big Bend from some kind of sickness. The statement that “foul air
gives much trouble and there is a great deal of sickness among the
employes” of Big Bend %) is significant, and very much so when
John Hedrick, one of the tunnel officials, admits that one died there
from foul air. Twenty-three suits, alleging damages amounting to
almost five hundred thousand dollars “for death, injury, or sickness”
of workmen on a tunnel under construction in the county adjoining
that in which Big Bend lies, are awaiting trial at the present time.
“Silicosis from dust particles” seems to be the basis for the complaints.
Six are already dead.'’) What are the probabilities for Big Bend?

Foul air was one of the greatest tunnel problems of the period,
and nothing very effective was done about it. The practice of pump-
ing fresh air to the drillers was, it seems, first emphasized at Arl-
berg Tunnel, which was begun in 1880. Stone dust, to which
“miners’ consumption’ was largely attributable, was checked even later
by the introduction of hollow drills with a small stream of water
running through them. In Mt. Cenis “one was almost smothered
S0 great was the heat”; in St. Gothard the men went “about nakgd
in the intense heat”’; and in Big Bend the steel-drivers worked with
their “shirts off”. Blasting and the crude ways of lighting tunnels
at the time added to their foulness.

An idea of the amount of explosives for blasting and of candles
for lighting used in Big Bend Tunnel may be had from an examination
of their use in the Hoosac Tunnel. The records show that “during

=&

Miser 5 Mon. Songs and Ballads of the Anthracite

4 '}".uueinng, f 480,
unnelling (3rd ed,, 1893), p. 367.
thcllugﬂ)llly R e in’lgr. May 21, 1872
Grgantown Pout, !cp!. 0, 1032,

; gcg York Times, March 16, 1930.
I
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y time, about 444,735 1bs. of nit —
five yea;;s. of mica powder [mica impregrxazgg.'l};g{;lnc ~and about
]wr’e used”” in Hoosat 1#) making about 500,000 POunlds ot}ltrogly“‘(:'ri"]
w[e-ccriﬂ used in the tunnel in five years. The assumptio pure nitro-
8 this amount of nitroglycerin was used at Big v that half
w0 nd a half it was under construction gives 250 00urmg the
or that work, approx:mately eqqal to 500,000 pounds - 0 pounds
3,250,000 pounds of _gunpowd-er in explosive force, a c;’_ dualin or
o'f 333 pounds of nitroglycerin or 4,333 pounds c:f aily amount
750 days. The recgrd for 2,720 POunds of candle guflpuwder for
o Fthe Hoosac Funnel during a period of s used in one head-
April 1 to November 1 of 1865, 1%) gives a basis f;evtel:l months, from
i the eight headings of Big Bend during two y;arse 3fgounts used
u];;al pg:ntg;!m than 87,000 pounds, a daily consumption a:f n:o:‘ealtfﬁ <
‘ an
That nitroglycerin dualin, and
Big Bend is quite certain. They e nl?:egdgg‘:t:lr:r = tthl: ke s
bjasting in other tunnels. Drinker gives “ n the road for
and dualin employed® at Lewis Tﬁn:jl a‘f,(:jw‘!?;zt trinitroglycerine,
powder employed for blasting” at S itro-glycerine and
g g tretcher’s Neck. #
to be no basis for the relative quantities +H) SHER: S
Big Bend Tunnel. That il weréesthof these explosives used in
Big Bend is very improbable. Like hand e main source of light in
ma.pn are too well Connecte;i riéh tﬁg tdn"s’ “lard oil and black-
B [iich, Asy concession, h unnel to be only incidental
of materials for lighting add n, however, in quantity or qualit
foulness of the place g added to the darkness or to the ene:l
In Big Bend Pumn ?n?, possibly to both. g
burning blackstrap ande f,tc,; "‘t"l‘fted air, from unusual heat, blasting
for the engineers of that wook B SOIICES, DECRe AT problen:
siderably”, ) a situation to rk and delayed the drilling there ‘“con-
and B"l'ay have resulted in ;:gv;hialia;ﬁ_very harmis] to e
asting was th 1€S.
exercised in handling thg sives, even where the greatest care is
records of the second hallfn’ rarely fails to take its toll. The press
agents are not unlike thos (;f the 19th century for users of blasting
powder, mica powd 3 (:1 the first quarter of the 20th for aviators
- he most dangemu:r’ ualin, dynamite - -all have their records.
ﬂ“ nitroglycerin, so da explosive used in tunnels during the perio(i
“;::lin Act was passednigncr(l)gg()mb its. liquid state that A
ne per g , by which “act the use i
sem_ﬂ“yt!‘c:.;raast:;busc:;lutcl‘y prohibited, but power wasO:estlrt:gl
specially to license any substance having

1o
gl’uﬂne' in
——— any form, as one of its component parts.’” ) As

T“'n
;bla.,',}_“z,".[l- p. 244
- Obtlcd" L 905,
€
“Itl_“;b',i:' Independent, June 1, 1872
ry Magazine, | (1883), 410.
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71 the editors of the Scientific Amer;,

:;t:lmiiinlgs against the general and indisc.rlminate use ofr,:i:r:):l Were
in the United States, and added that its “black recorq winy%
increasing so long as nitro-glycerin is used as a blasting ngentlt‘??
Alfred Bernhard Nobel, Swedish manufacturer of explosives )
philanthropist, invented dynamite in his factory at Glasgow, Scoum
in the late sixties, by way of escape from the unavoidable ¢’
tingencies upon the indiscriminate use of the liquid materig) Par‘
ticularly from the results of its poisonous character through ‘setyy
contact with the substance and from the danger of its “liability 4,
percolate through fissures in thg rock, and to give rise to subsequent
accidents when the escaped liquid was struck by a pick, perhaps at 2
considerable distance from the original hole.”” 2) To ayoid these
objections to the use of nitroglycerin, the substance was supplied in
a frozen form for the miners at Hoosac Tunnel, by G. M. Mowbray
an experienced chemist, who manufactured the explosive at the
tunnel. *) That such precautions were taken against the dangers of
nitroglycerin in the hands of Negroes ‘“much crowded together” in
Big Bend Tunnel and elsewhere on the Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad
seems to lack support from the records of that work.

Falls of rock present a third great danger to laborers in building
tunnels. Falls in the tunnels on the Cincinnati and Southern were
very heavy, from seven tunnels on the line amounting to 8,763 cubic
yards. *) Board Tree Tunnel on the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad
in West Virginia is notable in that respect. “The treacherous character
of the roof of this tunnel led to many accidents from falls ... cost
many lives, and maimed many of the men. These casualties seemed
confined more particularly to the miners and laborers.” 2") In this
connection one of the reasons given for the expensiveness of the
work on the tunnels of that road in West Virginia was the “difficulty
of maintaining a supply of suitable skilled' labor in the face of the
perpetual risk of life and limb.”

That Big Bend was equally dangerous, if not more so, can be
readily shown. The tunnel was constructed through “hard red shale
crumbling on exposure”.2¥) A local newspaper states: “On _last
w& morning there was a great slide in the West Portal of the

nd Tunnel. The slide is estimated at 8,000 cubic yards.”*)
The treacherousness of its roof is noted in another report soon after

2““ began to pass through Big Bend. “The cars run slowly through
Mt‘"‘nﬂ. 4 rock is constantly falling from the unfinished portion
a few days ago the timbers fell in with such force as to destro}

€ American, XXIV (Jan. 14, 1871), 30.
Ary Magazine, I, 41011, itute
v 412 Journal of the Franklin Institui®

*) Tunnell|
‘% ‘d‘p#'[’ W)‘
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nw) The failure of the ti
ﬂ't;m'wel was thf: reason for Telﬁr .arch-m hold
d;iﬂm in t!let:igt::Fs- Qckn acng it with a
addition nel- ess bastiug
other dangers faced the steel-driver ;t Bi ’and falls
o0 O occasion mentions that “two ne‘gm nd.
= the woods near that place ... Greenbri men were fo Paper
. They are doubtles nbrier seems to be full of o
et R R s men who having been paid ff 1y s
¢ and O. R. R are murdered by their en paid off by the
pome, to secure their money.” 32) The st:ecim?nmns’ on theiry wa
in pursuit of his white woman in the driver might have e d
Alth;n alli;iigzt, or possibly in a “drunken brawli”OOd' by getting
ugh liquor was supposed to be prohibited b at the tunnel.
the tunnels on the Chesapegke and Ohio, %) jts f Y contract around
added to the unfavorable circumstances there fo ree use at Big Bend
that he dipped the liquor for the steel-drivers ; safety. Gilpin says
wnnel from east end to shaft one, and Jenk'“{h'erl they opened the
son fga\.e B OF liquor when they lr}l(iosci}-z that Captain
heading r:rntll Bl e to three. On the occasio EG t_hrough the
several parties were severely stabbed’, 3¢ n Gilpin mentions
the “parties” were intoxicated from som t)h'and one might infer that
* mentions gains favor from “Number t\e~ ing. The occasion Jenkins
Jeff Washington says that “every b vo” of “Big Bend Times”
had a bottle in it”.%) When th unch of grass in the neighborhood
wo were driven t e “headings between shaft one
iy ogether ... all parties ' i
where a barrel of old Burbon whiskey 5. ropaired 0 OO
pllification ensued ... Thougl ‘ “?\e}’ . ralled gut and. & S
and St,l'Ong By arins we%el ?1 e\f." knives and pistols, boney fists
mﬁ:u) ourished we have no casualties to
quor amon :
Sahar ngt?gzedlf:o;?:tt Nf.groes “much crowded together” in
g G R of thegun -0 ife there, apd re_ndered them much
e Bl rock sbove th E_.\pected explosions 1n thf. tunnel and
B - themselves - deu hgads. Americans, white and black,
Casualties to ot andon in such an environment, and yet
‘M.' at Big Bend fro characterizes the press accounts of the
single death inside Th:lrtsut tollast. [ have failed to find a record
nnel.

%

Rail
"3 ) P 'ﬁeﬁo"?,"“" Nov. 2, 1872.
"z"dm‘&‘d “Thc Chesapeake and Ohio Railway,
! “The rock formation is very hard, but disintcgra!l:‘s
ction of the

by Weather
‘ae, mg.'u . 'El:.;tj:.mth so that at the time of the constrt
.l sometimes fifty feet deep, were found above the
¢ larger Big Bend

m t:ﬁ!'l:‘"""- who lived a long life in th
¢ tunnel a “death-trap”. ). H Miller. History

Ers (‘-o
© ~Ount
".-a:‘ﬁ-""’p' B *

l... “*wt“di‘". l, x
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¢s of Virginia and West Virginia, which _

umT::d l:lll:nt on casualties in the tunnels of the New RW
was able to give startling numbers of deaths from the m
of tunnels farther away. A local newspaper, publisheq on fhe
Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad in West Virginia, carried the Casualfy
list for the Hoosac: “a hundred and thirty-six men have m.d
by casualties in the course of construction of the tunnel.” ») Another
newspaper of the state has the following to say of deaths af py
Cenis Tunnel: “It has been told that more than 1,000 workmey haye
lost their lives up to 1870; but the guides and directors declare that
not more than fifty or sixty had been killed outright, thougl 4 number
of others had been seriously wounded ... It is not improbable
that ... at least 1,000 men have lost their lives.” %) The Scientjfj,
American gives a similar list of deaths for Mt. Cenis: “Man
lives have necessarily been lost during this great work, but far less
than one would suppose; probably from 600 to 800 in all, so far as
we have heard from time to time.” %%) After making an examination
of “government statistics’, a more recent writer says, “We kill iy
our coal mines more than three times as many per thousand employed
as are killed in France or Belgium, and nearly three times as man
as are killed in Great Britain ... in spite of the fact that the coal
mines of the United States may be more easily worked and with
less danger than those of any other coal-producing country in the
world.” )

That dangers to life in any European tunnel or coal mine per
square inch were greater than those in Big Bend would be hard
to show. That a heavy casualty list belongs to the construction of
the tunnel seems most certain. It follows that John Henry had about
an equal break at Big Bend, and might have died there from disease,
from falls in the heading, or from one of a dozen other dangers, with
the strong probability that the account of his end from any of these
causes would have been confused with that of his drilling-contest in
common report. If he was actually killed in the tunnel, and if his
death seemed to threaten the morale of his gang, and eventually that
of others, almost a certain consequence of the event, the management
i all probability encouraged such a consummation by way of diverting
the attention of the community from the tragic possibilities of the
place. Henry's death in this way would more likely have occurned
about the time the tunnel was completed. The dangers from foul air
and blasting increased porportionately as the work progressed farther
and farther from the shafts, and from the ends of the tunnel. The
::q“m";rm falls in the heading became greater and greater asi:::

shale crumbling on exposure” had time for disintegrat r‘l
M‘ of the steel-driver at this time from any of the tunnel dange

"
j K'I.l.l.-ba Chronicle, Dec. 17, 1873

Iin %
o B Intelligencer, Dec 30, 1870,

m-;"l;)'ll_“u. s Workingman (1008), by An American

aunt,
Chesay
negro
He ad
at the
on  the
who ¢
child,

J. A

£




cost
and subsidi

Miﬂwldiﬂ‘therow,aﬂdmykregmum ,l
jon on the question of deaths at Big Bend. John officia
'y had some responsibility in building the tunnel, is quite certain
who obody was killed there, and insists that John Henry “went -
that 1 ”, While the construction of Big Bend Tunmel S o
list can be explained only as a muraculous performance. the
ility that Henry left the tunnel at some time subsequent to his

drilling-contest may be considered
FO"O\Ving his trail from that locality Dowever, seems hardly
jble, and actually finding him at best not anlike drawmg e
“perfect hand” in bridge, an enormous uncertainty for the individual

player. The problem would be sufficiently halle ging if there were
only one John Henry, and he a man of highly domestic h ibits. Instead,
the country is full of men named John H 1t and alleged. and
they have travelled everywhere as the < ter of this study
indicates. ¢*) Many of the laborers ! esapeake and Ohio
Railroad in West Virginia were Virginia Negros and  possibly the
steel-driver came from that state

F. R. Pyle, contractor of Hluntington, West Virginia, reports his
aunt, widow of Contractor Mcintyre wh T hand in building the

apeake and Ohio Railway, as “confident that there was such a
Negro at the tunnel, but that his name w is John Henry Hardy.”
€ adds: “A map by the name of Banks w hose father was a foreman
it the tunne] Says that the negro was born at Winchester. Virginia,

oo Heary plantation, passed to a man by the name of Hardy
e married in the Henry family, and that he was an illegitimate
ﬁ'_ Wd sometimes gave his name as Williamson - - not Williams.”
: .Wllllams, Negro of Lynchburg, Virginia, “knew all the con-
and hyg 8angs in the South a Quarter of a century ago, and back”,
this to say about Henry:
“UTI: Seel-driver's Rame was John Henry Mundy, of Louisa Count?',
Thurggy has several relatives about there now. His pal was Lewis
'-‘é:ﬁ he had 4 brother named Bob Thursty, from near Knoxville,
o Jage frame man, and light red color. He died in Kentucky,
| » OF L and N.

¥
&
£




¢ trouble with Henry’s irregular family connes:
at \tlfl;: ::::f, 'I;)tl:t1 the “several relatives” in Louisa Cq

ne about him. Their complete silence, h
::‘l)i‘l:e 't?the?fi Iigls several relatives in Henry County o{
where he is supposed to be John H'“?’ Martin. FicHry e
Hardy, Mundy, and Martin may develop mto_somet_l_ﬂn_g;
but at present it seems rather dubious. He is sufﬁeleuﬂ;_-_
without such relationships. '
An example of what one may expect to find on the trail of
Henry can be shown from investigations in Norfolk, Virginia,
Negroes with the hero’s name were mentioned as being there at
time during the construction of Big Bend Tunnel. The Federal Ce
report of 1870 for that city gives the name of a Negro boy
Henry, fifteen years old. The local newspaper mentions a John
on two different occasions. On the former, “John Henry, negro sea
on the brig S. P. Brown, charged with mutiny, was turned over f
his captain.”” %) On the latter, “John Henry, negro, was arrested late
Tuesday evening upon complaint of another negro named Frank
Allen, who charged him with stealing a boat belonging to him. Henry
denied the theft, and alleged that he borrowed the boat from another
man. During the night he attempted to break out of the watch house,
He tore off one of the planks in the bunk, and with it endeavored to
force the iron bars across the window, but without success.” #) The
city directory of Norfolk and Portsmouth for 1900 contains the name
of one Negro John Henry, and for 1920 two Negroes named John
Henry. Living in Norfolk-Portsmouth in 1927 were two Negroes by |
the name of John Henry, one from North Carolina and one from
South Carolina, and a third by the name of Jack Henry, from King
William County, Virginia. They were all three heads of families,
and claimed no kinship with each other.

Mention of nine by the name of John Henry indicates the
possibility of a much larger number in that locality during the period.
In the summer of 1927, I got on the trail there of an old Negro
named John Henry, famed for his prowess in breaking “old iron” for
the “junk houses” on Water Street. | soon found that this John
_Henr)' was confused with two other old Negroes by the same namé
in that immediate section. One of them had distinguished himself as
athatcnnclon-catcher in unloading boats at the docks just below Water |
i reet. The‘ other was a rival in breaking old iron on Water Street, f
or T. M. Cashin, N. Block and Company, and the Eagle Iron Works,
;.t:: for M. T, Cashin at the foot of Roanoke Dock, near Water Street:

two old iron-breakers were known by the people they W

:?:;1 .?'d Eah[;)“ they \?Orkcd with, by various names, such as
m?lol; n-if Henry”, “Black Henry”, and “John Henry",
Wlly by other names to distinguish one from the other.

and

e —————

- Th' NOI'
) Ihig,, ju‘.o,lq‘: l‘;;lt,““““‘ Nov. 3, 1870,
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Charlie Shaw, who appeared to be an important man in M
Cashin’s junk yard, made a typical report of the two men: g

There were two old men around here who used to break up old iron
goth of them were real black men. 1 call one of them Daddy, and it hasnt
peen so long since he worked for us. His name was Robinson, but | don’t
know the rest of it. I think he lived over in Berkley. | called him Daddy
and the other fellow John Henry, but he was bigger than John Henry. He'd
weigh 270 pounds and John Henry about 200. :

John Henry has been dead 12 or 15 years. He was just naturally a
petter man than anybody I know of. He could do more work, and do it
easier.

We used to give him a job breaking up old iron, and he’d go out and
look it over and sit there and think about it, and then go home sometimes
and not do a lick of work that day. Next morning early he’d go at it,
and have it done and be sitting down looking at it as pleased before you'd
think he’d hardly begun. He'd look and plan, and he didn’t lose any licks,

[ have seen him break iron 12 inches thick. He’d knock big wheels
and anchors all to pieces. He could break more iron in two hours than
anybody else in a day. He worked by the job or by the ton, and | never
knowed him to do any other sort of work.

He’d always sing about the steel-driver John Henry when he was
breaking iron. He was called Old Henry, Big Henry, or Black Henry, as
well as John Henry, and he said he’d been everywhere.

I don’t know anything about him when he wasn’t around here. He'd
come around about once a month to see if he could get a job.

Daddy has left town and gone out in the country to live, and I don’t
know where he is. John Henry was 45 or 50 when he died. I don’t know
where he died, but somewhere in town here. He died from drinking too
much liquor.

Mr. Shaw displayed the hammers or sledges these iron-breakers
used when they were working for M. T. Cashin. Daddy’s was a
twenty-pound sledge, with a four-foot handle; and Henry’s a thirty-
pound sledge, with a three-foot handle. T. M. Cashin displayed a
seventy-pound sledge, with a three-foot handle, which he claims John
Henry used to break old iron for him; but T. M. Cashin, like several
others on Water Street, did not distinguish between the two old
Negroes in his references to John Henry. :

While the Negro Mr. Shaw characterizes as John Henry is not
dlogether unlike the steel-driver of Big Bend fame, his age and his
singing of the “steel-driver John Henry” seem to bar his identiflcatiqn
4 the original John Henry. When Mr. Shaw made his report, in
fifty e was quite certain that the iron-breaker was not more than

Y years of age at the time of his death. )

trail of the steel-driver leads to another example at first
o FTEMer promise, but ultimately of greater disappointment. In

WY, 92, )0 S, Barker ) “investigated pretty thoroughly among
K‘—'—-—-

") & Albans, W, Va,
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Ider employees of the Chesapeake and Ohio” who
:f:fmz i:rSt. Aﬁbans, West Virginia, “to ascertain the reality ‘::": they,
Henry”. Mr. Barker writes: Johy

There is a Jeff Washington here now who is quite a
connection with ejarl)’ employees of the C. and O. Ry. Jeff lr:t“:l};lge s
near Charlottesville at the age of 18 years and, fogether with John .
who was a few years his senior, employed themselves to a C. ang 0. ?.2
tractor, a Mr. Johnson, who was clearing away the timber from the Proposed
right-of-way at White Sulphur Springs, W. Va.

This was about 1868, and Jeff continued without break or blemish g
the employ of the C. and O. for 50 years. He is now on the retireq list
of the C. and O. at a comfortable salary ...

Jeff said that John Henry lived at the little town of Keswick just eqst
of Charlottesville and has a sister who now lives in Charlottesville. He also
says that there was a John Hardy who worked with them in the Big Beng
tunnel. John Hardy died while they worked at the Big Bend, and Johp
Henry died while they worked at the Lewis Tunnel.

In my conversation with Capt. Mallory, who also worked for the C, &
O. then and until he reached his retiring age, said that while he could not
positively identify John Henry as having worked at this particular place and
time, he recalled having heard his men, who worked under him, sing that
song, ‘You killed John Henry, but you won’t kill me.

The Captain also recalled that it was here at these places where the
Burley Diamond Drill was first used and with steam power.

The story as related to me by Frank Crosby was that this man John
Henry and his helper had become expert with the hammer and drill, and
they challenged the steam driller for a contest hole, in which John Henry
and his helper won out, but John Henry lost his life. John Henry was six
feet tall, yellow, and powerful physically.

Some time ago the Charleston Daily Mail, in one of its Sunday issues,
in an article on the early history of W. Va. denied that there really was
a John Henry who had worked for the C & O at the Big Bend tunnel.

Jeif Washington and Frank Cosby, both of whom worked for the

C & O in the Big Bend at the time of its construction, say that there was
a John Henry.

About two months after getting this report, 1 visited Jeff
'\‘Vashmgton at his home, a very old man whose mind seemed to
come and go”. Occasionally he was seemingly reticent about Big
Bend affairs, but for the most part talked rather freely, and at times
save m:)ncornt:t;mly - He remembered the tunnel as a good place t
it for b:te}l t use there was nothing in the neighborhood to spen
all the mn:; '“";?Csozh:llt‘ the Y‘J(lllnger men, including hims;lf, fwga::ss
' | fe, and a % bunch ©
in the neighborhood had a bottle ! t:;lf'd that “every |

He repeated the story of his going with John Henry from Keswick

in W:.::u\',«,' , 'Vllle', Virginia, to work on the Chesapeake and ?hig
on e m.dfl:cl:r. “1; suid that he and Henry first worked «pushing

hite Sulphur Springs, then in Lewis Tunnel neaf
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and eventually went farther west to wory !

the::} kept a piece of ribbon tied on the handie O?nhi?% Bend, that
Henrd - dy could get it off. He described He ammer, and

that 127 " height, and weight abo BIY as not real bla
e height, _weight about 160 poy : ck,
3ifd ‘:::agee a steam drill on the road, andptoh:td;'e . € said that he

drilling-contest. Fe was certain that he knewn::thl:on; .of tgfe

's A .
Henry of the steel-driver at Big Bend, and that he has not seen

death O | eard anything from him since th
g;?g o;ie remembered hearing at Big Ben(; ya;\roe‘::;e J.?%gg :tn o
jeted that Henry had been killed there and his body thrown watg
big fill. He seezned very anxious to be reported as not belie\"!i‘
the story of Henry's burial. Yet he explained that a “great many
killed in the tunnel and buried anywhere around there.”
eff Washington made no refer_ence to John Hardy in giV{ng this
account of John Henry. Then I inquired of his acquaintance with
at Big Bend. He answered that he had never seen Hardy on
the road or elsewhere, but that he had hea_rd of him. Later, however
he used the name Harc!y two or three times for that of Henry in
aking of the steel-driver, seemingly a clear case of confusing the
two names after Hardy had been mentioned. He recalled having heard
of the article which Mr. Barker read in the Charleston Daily Mail,
and which on the authority of hearsay had substituted the name John
Hardy for that of John_lﬂenry as the famous steel-driver at Big Bend
Tunnel. In all probability the name Hardy was brought into the
conversation Mr. Barker had with Jeff Washington soon after the
article appeared, resulting in the incorrect report the former made
from the latter of Henry’s and Hardy’s death.

While John Henry séems not to have a sister living in Charlottes-
ville, Jeff Washington’s account of Henry’s connections there offers
something definite for further inquiries. There are three Negro families
by the name of Henry in the section, with five members named John
Heary: one family with three now living who are descendants of
Adam Henry, a slave of Garrett White, of North Garden, ten miles
from Charlottesville; another family with two, father and son, who
were slaves of Professor John Staige Davis, of the University of
Virginia. The first three were not old enough to help build the

peake and Ohio across West Virginia. The other two were
fifty-five and thirty-one respectively when the road was begun in 1870.

laries James, ) of Keswick, who talked volumes about slavery
4 Civil War times, says:
HM Reasby and John Henry were friends in tunnels and other Wf)rk‘
New ::;b’(l:;wr steel last in the Catskill Mountains to bring water into
- L:‘ ¥ miece and uncle who lived at Whitehall, New York State, a\r;d
" i :"" & place right where the water tunnel was made, and h' e
* Mack, waler put in her house. Uncle lived in Whitchall, and was

T
Tﬂll-q.y obtained in Aug, 1929.
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Uncle was named John Henry after his father who was Jobn il
Mis mother was named Judy Henry. She had one son named Chirles | ‘nry,
and he was my father, and then she married John Henry ang had
John Henry. Uncle John Henry was bound to Professor Dayis
University of Virginia, and his mother was too. ' N the

Uncle worked on the C and O Railroad, and 1 did too, when they ol
building it, a long time before he went to Whitehall. He was *
Bend Tunnel, but he won't the great steel-driver there. That John }
got killed. 1 didn’t see him when | was there, but Dick Morris .
Reasby did. They said that John Henry was a great steel-driver af Ry
Bend, and talked about him as long as they lived. They both died about tey
years ago here near Keswick. L ter

Although Mr. James was certain that his Uncle John Henry wag
not the great steel-driver at Big Bend, the statement that he workeq
on the Chesapeake and Ohio in West Virginia made an investigation
at Whitehall necessary, and a letter to Mr. H. E. Sullivan, of the
Historical Society of Whitehall, brought the following answer:

This day I interviewed the daughters of John L. Henry and found as
follows:

The head of the family never came to Whitehall, but his wife Judy
visited here about 1870 for six weeks. Judy was married twice. By first
husband she had a son Charles James and three daughters. By the second
she had John Lewis Henry and William, who lived at Charlottesville, Va..,

John L. Henry, son of John and jJudy, was born in east room of U,
Va. Aug. 15, 18390 and. d. at Whitehall June 24, 1911. He learned the
blacksmith trade and is said to have worked in a Confederate arsenal
Later he became the body servant of Lieut. Wm. Boyd of this town who
brought him to Whitehall on his return in 1865. He worked at his trade
here from 1867 until his death and was considered the best in town.
I knew him well. He always shod our horses and did any other work
in his line which we had. He was, with his family, a member of the
Methodist Church and was a good man in every way and was highly
respected.

May 18, 1867 he married Emma Baltimore, daughter of George and
Jenett Jackson Baltimore, and they had the following children:

Marietta B. b. May 17, 1868

Julia b. Nov. 26, 1870 d. June 10, 1880
Georgiana b. Aug. 18, 1874 d. January 7, 18%
Isabella V. b. Nov. 24, 1878

| Robert Lewis b. Sept 17, 1880 d. March 30, 1882
Marictta (Matey) and Isabella (Belle) live in the family homestead, Pll"‘-'*“sed
1867 ... Both are cripples ...

There is no large water system so far north ...

Mr. James says that his uncle was at Big Bend before going t©
New York, but Mr. Sullivan takes him out of the South five years
before the tunnel was begun. Developments from trying to clear uP
this confusion by writing letters resulted in a trip to Whitehall I8
the spring of 1930 and a second to Keswick in the summer following:
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seemed important to determine w
his

actually in the South durin
In Whitehall I failed ing the construct John Heq
show that he returned to Virginiaanythmg of a g e tunnel TY was
letters had been destroyed, and no after lea OCumentary
to exist. His two daughters, Mat newspaper files 65. The sfort to
did not return after his tri ey and Bel] or the peri amily
those around sixty or SEVEF:'ltnorth with Boys’ were certain 0:111 o
degrees of sureness, that he m{“ c)l’e:au-s of age saand their neig;;(:se
However, Josgph Chapelle and élot have be:zn %:e eB(‘j’ With varvies
Whitehall, claimed that they kneweor.ge Brown, oldlg Bend Tunnej
probable that he returned to the Soh!m well, and t;r residents of
and Ohio Railway, at least duri uth to work ought it quj
Whitehall i uring wint X o o
itehall in the seventies, ") --.j ter - - - about half e Chesapeake
home he had recently bought. M n his greater effort of the year at
the National Transportati - Mr. Chapelle to pay fo
He said th portation Line, o worked around €
id that Henry shod , on the canal 1870 for
and that activiti mules for th through Whi
B activities were suspended t € same company hitehall.
enry’s shop was ofte *d there during winter, at the time
n closed in wi g winter. He sai )
:ﬁember how long it stayed clo C;ther around 1870, bui said that
shOj;)’s open in the summer, and ls(e . He was not certain th failed to
at other ShOpS 3 “rel,l new that the COmpan ’ at it was
Rl 18 Whitehall seeined to ko Y's
:r.;tat:::n e daughtErsenl'?iet? know a great deal about H
e nt from being bound out ; knew that he had received e;:);],
o i ialcie They knew s a slave, but they knew noth'r
, and that their mothe s that he had some trouble with his
fhere, who as boys had “t ribbed 1%, A large munber MET
shoeing hors : ad “brushed flies” fo Henry o T
g es, remembered th: r Henry while he wa
them thought at he had trouble with hi :
from ought that marks on his e with his back. Some
wearing a yoke to L:“Lﬁ his shoulders and back were callouses
4 out, and others iy plow or to carry water when he was
prominent muscles. were quite sure that th S W
his shi scles. They had s ¢ marks were only
rt open and his sl ‘_dt seen Henry working in the shop with
""’"8 man. That he bh‘?tws_ up, and all agreed that he was a very
Wi a matter d;i lifted a mule on his shoulder on cne
dhhhp,' while " — w_UQ 'Cmnmulr_t report. Mr. Sullivan thought,
particularly intim :b very reticent about his early life, and all
M “rounders” ate affairs, that he talked somewhat freely wi
hq 5 Btmber “;Mtl:‘ whom he associated a great deal before
Whdtena)) the church. But these two men are goae from

g

close
:: wm‘ ml the .part of Henry to old “
very '“;“ livan's earlier statement that he was 3 “good
I&ﬁ by ¥, but this report was based on the later years
Heary as 3

ba Nobod
\:: any ¥ in Whitehall, of course, reported
perod of his career. He was known o ¥ cands
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.1 occasionally, but never seen gambling or drunk; ,
gggaq?(::‘nl;o forget his domestic obligations, but not in any wa;dthit
would characterize him as lacking real manliness. His associates We:e
largely white people, and they held hnm‘m high esteem from the
time of his arrival in Whitehall. He was “never ugly or boisteroyg»
and after joining the church he always spoke of the devil ag “Mr
Satan”. He had “good manners"’, although he never learned to Write
and his letters were always written by some member of his family.

Henry was in the habit of singing as he worked in the shop such
songs as “Old Black Joe” and “Shoo Fly”. He often chanted “types»
to his hammer and anvil, and was greatly attached to them.

His younger daughter remembered that he spoke of working op
the railroad at some time, but knew nothing definite about the matter,
but they both insisted that he did not work on any road in the South
after going to Whitehall in 1865. The older was less than two years
of age when Big Bend Tunnel was begun, and the younger was bom
six years after its completion. The former can not be considered an
authority on the activities of her father while she was only two or
three years old, and hardly better than the latter who can report
only hearsay for the early seventies. Their lack of definite knowledge,
even from hearsay reports in the family, of their father during the
seventies and eighties, as well as his earlier life, no doubt because
of his reticence about such matters, makes possible his consideration
as the original John Henry. Several definite connections seem to
exist between the two.

Of his four daughters, the second was named Julia, born about
eight_ months after W. R. Johnson got the contract for the construction
of Big Bend Tunnel, and the third was named Georgiana, born about
two years after the tunnel was built. In about half of the texts of
the ballad, “Julia Ann” appears as the steel-driver’s wife, woman, or
baby. The “white house”, from which the steel-driver is taken to the
:lumcllel to drive and -tO.Wthh afte_r the contest he is taken injured or

:ath' may be a variation of Whitehall, the home of John L. Henry
;e e I:“ge; Moreover, his singing “Shoo Fly” and other tunes as
o o‘zgr ed in h:f* shop, his attachment to his hammer and anvil, his
: fck 5 mlfil:le!; »_association with white people, superior strength,
e {h write, - - all are in keeping with the direct and popular
Bend .at':dmgl:al John Henry, who sang “Shoo Fly” at Big
g m“’oﬂ" o :*}t Wwhite people, and got the Gilpin family to
e R g B Im\tto his family in North Carolina, possibly 2
contacts at the tunne 1 ork. He required “good manners” for his

fhe sort, ie 'th“ Mr. Gilpin represents him, and something
the belhflln“mthgm N the Henry tradition, almost certainly contributed
100 good for an Rreat steel-driver as a good man, not infrequently

of consequence. Doubtlessly such
connections Wmmmr for the identification of Chaucer’s

. » Ol'l Lo H
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inches, and almost black. At his home | was |

L‘,‘f.flc about 1870, of him in his “Sunday d:)l::fc:f? g:f} d‘"* p:_‘c’t"’graph,
copy of it to Mr. {ulpmb and the Hedrick brothers ft,)l' th'eil[J 'Tjsc';nted a
of him as the steel-driver. After carefyl €Xamination thé gement
that it was not altogether unlike the Negro they knew at thy tagreed
put only his face and hands were exposed in th e tunnel,

: LW e phot
they remembered him most distinctly as a man of er?elrcéy(')g;apﬁ;nm:;
action, with full chest and muscled arms and shoulders. 1Besides he

was not quite tall enough for Mr. Gilpin and George i
slightly too stout for John Hedrick. The writer ﬁenHigﬂgcﬁ’t atl;g
opinion of Jeff Washington, who gave it with little more than i
glance at the photograph. The feet seemed to amuse him, and yet
they are very good Negro feet, as good or better than Jeff’s own.
Nevertheless, he was certain that they were not the feet of the John
Henry he knew on the Chesapeake and Ohio.

The identification, therefore, of John L. Henry as the steel-driver
would no longer seem possible, although his trail promised a great
deal. The wise thing, perhaps, for the investigator was to accept from
the first the report of Charles James, that his uncle was not the man;
but the existence of the criminal element in the Henry tradition led
to the suspicion that the whole story ‘had not been told. The failure
of Mr. James to remember a proper amount of detail about the
career of his uncle, along with his history in full of the Civil War,
added weight in that direction. But this trail, like that followed earlier
at Norfolk, leads only to disappointment; and the testimony of Charles
James for the steel-driver may be placed among the popular reports
of the second chapter of this study, and, after a necessary explanation,
that of Jefi Washington may be placed among the direct testimony of
the third chapter. \

Not a little chagrined at the failure of Jeff Washington to consider
e photograph in a more serious manner, | took pains to remind
Bm that John L. Henry seemed to be the only member of the Henry
families around Keswick, or in the larger Charlottcsville district,
' who wuld qualify as the steel-driver, and that he did not have a snste;
Wt o elsewhere. Jeff continued his good-natured attitude, an

==“W ground in two important particulars. Instead of repeat-

L

~J

gy rg

wEREERNS S NEAN

arlier report of first coming in contact with John Henry at

mn the Chesapeake gnd Ohio Railroad about teln dTl\Eee:

ville, he stated that he first knew the stee -l tltes £

ville * Gepot on the same road about ten miles wgst of Ch:tl;:ville

""h“.ﬂ explained that Henry's sister lived, not In (;harlo” \Vest’

on the ndge of the mountains above‘r_imton,me -

Setnng While the first shift may have no positive Va e

e Mehly significant, in that Jefl placed the sister B LG

ml where the steel-driver’s white woman lived, ;u g

Cilpin, At the tme the tunnel was L

ro community, and in all pwbi'?ﬂifrm pif

' ‘w‘ sister and Henry's white woman, t c::;uument.
= and Jef! told more than he meant 1o, His &

f:
:
;i
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P - i n
therefore, at my failure to find Henry’s sister in Charlott i

bvious.
0 The trails of John Henry have brought unsatisfactory

and the question of what became of him is still not 4 Tesulty
leaving the Big Bend meighborhood was certainly not to the tﬂneﬂh
a brass band, and it is very doubtful that he left at a) He o
about an equal chance to go or_stay. The fear of his ghost inh'd
tunnel and the wide popular belief in his death there, where the
at best was only a gambling possibility, may be regarded as I:mn
some value to the ballad record of the event. Fortunately, a fyj ,mndm'"
of the career of John Henry is not necessary for an answer to '
question of his existence and the reality of his drilling-contest.

G\

John Raybern Zierold




THE JOHN HENRY HAMMER SONG

A

Mrs. Sidney Wilson, Minnehaha Springs,
Wilson obtained this version from her brother, a man well aequs
construction camps in the South.

This old hammer, - - huh,
Killed John Henry, - - huh;
This old hammer, - - huh,
Killed John Henry, - - huh;
This old hammer, - - huh,
Killed John Henry, - - huh;
Killed him dead, - - huh.

Ain’t no hammer, - - huh,
In these mountains, - - huh;
Ain’t no hammer, - - huh,
In these mountains, - - huh;
Ain’t no hammer, - - huh,
In these mountains, - - huh;
Rings like mine, - - huh.

Take this hammer, - - huh,
And give it to the walker, - - huh;
Take this hammer, - - huh,
And give it to the walker, - - huh;
Take this hammer, - - huh,
And give it to the walker, - - huh;
For 'm goin’ home, - - huh.

I told Hattie, - - huh,

To whip - a those children, - - huh;
I told Hattie, - - huh,

To whip -a those children, - - huh;
I told Hattie, - - huh,

To whip -a those children, - - huh;
Make 'em mind, - - huh,

"Cause the penitentiary, - - huh,
o' people, - - huh;
penitentiary, - -

o people, - - hub;
. ralsed «« huh.

E



ENRY ON THE CHESAPER
JOHN HEND OHIO RAILWRY &

- enry tradition on the _

A fa.ctua!d b;swwfeosrt t\l}?rgriinia yrequir d the emplc?ylrl:::t ke g
Ohio Railroa h'l ery together, if not continuously at least op (. "
labor and mac t"('m yf,-c.m 1870 to 1873. If rock-drilling on ¢n.
in ltsd coeﬂS:lft‘;;;ther by hand drills or altogether by steam
;aasnceo:‘lor a conflict between ?he two' kinds of work ohtai}led', and
tradition can have no real basis tl_lere. That the opportunity, how, X

ctually exist has more than legendary SUBR

In the second half of the 19th century hand labor was’empjo.s
widely in tunnelling, and in some Cases the hand dnl} Was
exclusively.?) Steam drills came into fairly general uteei) the
quarter of the century, particularly in heavy tunnelling, both in Eypgn.
and America. On the Mt. Cenis Tunnel they were put “to : ial
full during 18617, and remained to the complgtlon of the tunne|
years later.?) Their next successful use was in the Hoosac T 1nel.
where the Burleigh drills were introduced in 1866.%) In 1870 they
were introduced into the Nesquehoning Tunnel, with marked success, 4)
From 1872 to 1875 the Ingersoll drills were employed with the Burleighr
compressors successfully in building the Musconetcong Tunnel.s) ~

About this date hand drills and steam drills were brought together
on several lines. Notable among these was the Cincinnati Southem,
with twenty-six important tunnels. In some of them hand drills were
used in the heading, and in others on the bench, supplemented by
steam drills. ) In actual practice, of course, the two types of drilling
were employed together wherever the steam drill was tried out in
tunnelling during its period of development, a half-century or more.

Their use together on the Chesapeake and Ohio, at some time
between 1870 and 1873, is shown by the testimony of L. W. Hill,
2 soldier of the Confederacy, who is better known as “Dad” among
railroad people around Hinton, West Virginia, where he was living

when he made his report in September, 1925:

m' Port Henry Tunnel on the New York and Canada, 1874—76, and
1 lItmm:l on the Western North Carolina Railway, 1870, were

1 tanet - Tusnelling, pp- 976, 982. In Mount Wood and Top

annels, built in 1889, “all drilling was done by hand”. Journal®

the Western Societ f !
:) Tunnelling F», ‘%.Eng:nccrs, 11 (1897), 49.

) 1bid., p, 1651,
: Ibid., . 105, 974

The R?:ﬂ’o.d%rhk"' resident engincer of the Musconetcong Tumneh
97 o ea ! (June 5, 1875), 281,
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a4
or 35 years on a freight trai
was conduc A : ain on the € and !
) " :C‘ﬂ '.h'"f('lll .‘Hll.; Clifton F()fg(. I am now retired and e t(;eRhﬂrOad
¢ ~ . ;
f t"f.f of the | & and (' e ) pPension
\ W51 got one of mY YT y a piece of rock flying in it whep |
-n was

i wis Tunnel, which is )
o build Lewis , IS not far from Big Be
X » on the C and O Railroad. i £ Bend Tunne,
R st above here © I have been troubled with my

% .,:vcs ever Since, but I lost the sight of my best eye first, and now |
o I s
\ . A steam drill was used for a while in building Lewis Tunnel ang I

tationary engine that furnished steam for it ;

ran tt::; 58 pench only, and was not a success there, a::eitdg::\r:o:!d be
the hand drills.- Later I ran the stationary engine for lifting rocks i:ytttlo
shaft and pumping water. &
jn one way or another many people were killed in building Lew;
Tunnel: many Were killed from careless blasting. There was a grav eWI:l
there along with the tunnel, and one in Big Bend Tunnel too eyar
Bob Jonmes was the best steel-driver in Lewis Tunnel, but nt;t -
than some of the others in there with him. ThEy’ by 44 sarnm

they had composed on their work, or the foremen, or some =12§si
women around the camps. They called one of them Liza Dooley, aned

made a song on her.

This report of tlae.hand drill as 'l{he important tool at Lewis Tunnel
puts the type of drilling there in line with that employed generally
on the road. A newspaper of the state gives “from Big Sandy to
White Sulphur, a distance of at least 200 miles, the clink of the
drill-hammer ... heard from early in the morn to eve.’?) The

offl;:::;!l rjccl)rtc)ls qf i}}zletroadk m)ake no exception to the
use of hand labor in that work.S®

Mr. Hill’s connection with machine-drilling on the road is highly
significant. Wlﬂl- t.he steam drill established in tunnelling by 1870,
aad the general airing of its marvels in engineering journals and local
sewspapers, *) those responsible for the extension of the Chesapeake
#d Oho across West Virginia could not escape giving it a trial. The
m Shanley, the contractor of Hoosac Tunnel, that the expense
3 labor there would have been “fully three times the cost

machine-drilling”, ) and Hoosac Tunnel was well on toward
Radua by 1870, could not be ignored by the Chesapeake and Ohio

)'":ou bonds were being sold on Wall Street. 1) Their report
Micates full use of all up-to-date methods:

ety ua:: great want of trained mechanical labor at that time in the
etateg e the tumnel experience upon the work of the several lines
WS Ihe Chesapeake and Ohlo cannot be sald to have departed

-‘_‘-_.
'. ] # .
'::C-::i'. Intelligencer, Wheeling, W Va, Oxt 3, 187TL
"h.' Int « < y 1870, Lynchburg
"l.'.'..‘ “:"ll (l“l:" ' | e -'
T::?""fa M
terly l,;‘““ v, Poist Pleasant, W Va., March 3, 1870
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materially from the routine of construction of other first-qlag o
roads of the same period. ‘;) Ry - untyy

ing favored the introduction of steam drills op
betwf:a(xfnlrg'o g::md 1873. Through _the development of the co:::; roag
system at Mt. Cenis Tunrgel, their successful use in mnneuingres:;
been noted in Europe for nine years. They had been used wity
success for four years 1n the Hoosac Tunnel of Massachyse “"mhd
had just been introduced with great promise into the Nesquehne,
Tunnel. They were therefqre a necessary part qf the equipmengmg
building first-class mountain roads of that period.

That steam drills were actually used at Lewis Tunnel, as reporteq
by Mr. Hill, is shown by newspaper accounts during 1871, In jamm]r
of that year, the Richmond Dispatch noted that “at the
tunnel, or Jerry’s run, the contractors have put the steam dril in
operation”. %) In November following, Charles Nordhoff, formerly
editor of the New York Post., who at the time was making
trip along the Chesapeake and Ohio across West Virginia and w
a series of letters on the progress of work on the road,
to Lewis Tunnel “in which several of Burleigh’s drills are at wg
These records cover a period of practically nine months.

Both types of tunnelling, then, were employed together
road between 1870 and 1873, thus satisfying the major requ
of a factual basis for the Henry tradition in its constructi
innovations of this sort among hand labor would be foll
drilling-contests between the old and the new was the thing &
That such a contest, the basic episode of “John Henry”,
took place as celebrated in popular report has every rea
fluence from these circumstances in its favor, and should not re
much further evidence for its authenticity.

If the steam drills put to work at Lewis Tunnel in Janu;
were the Burleigh drills mentioned in November of that
were operated continuously for almost nine months, Mr. H
seem to be in error; but he has the support of the chief
that work, that they failed: “Subsequent to War, Burleig
tried in the tunnel, but unsuccessfully.” 15) This sta
establishes Mr. Hill, who had a part in testing
throws damaging light on the assumption that
mentioned in the Richmond Dispatch as
work at the tunnel in J

.u.

i Tu"‘"j!ht L :-. .
) Jan. 21, 1871 The



|
. \ Y and November, and possibly in April, and very
Mq ' tioned in janUﬂt{}'_c and after these dates.'®) ) :
NN Mty others before S0 = Farill in all probability was tried ou
N I' Prov follows that the ST : ic Bend, the largest tunnel
h\q it follo the road at the time, and Hflg l?li‘ll(' o Bl Bend
where Of ertain advantages to offer. 1e roc D
‘N‘ ;l:c'hc line, ha¢ ;:Ltl}t:;'ltrfl Lewis Tunnel, ") and different results might
’\ \ wes differety [igr:;;cd from the machine, with the promise of a larger
en eXJ <2l : .

: \* ::::bebr of ke upur: lttql ‘Idgf;g;’n ft{tlrerfhc steam drill at Big Bend
T\ So-called d(mtmtr:)u:z:ié‘;. The only possible reference of the sort
'b‘.\ Tunnel se€ n::1 an a.ccount of the work there about the time tl_w
h'ta'\ RAOW appcg&;ﬂpleted: «Unavoidable contingencies, such as foul air,
ﬁ.:‘ funte wasf machinery, &c., have delayed this part of the work con-
DRAREE That breaking of machinery” can have such value is

siderably.” * - reli n the steam drill
It would mean too great reliance on 1l
S dOI:ibt::::h known facts. In the absence of anything better for

¥z
22

:‘: 3:0:3:rstandin§ of the circumstances at Big Bend, testimonial data
lowed. :

“l"' mHStNI::I a}muer, 19) son of Andrew Jackson Miller, a native of the

] community, lives about a mile up Hungart’s Creek, which joins/Ureen-

et nj brier River at the east end of Big Bend Tunnel. He was a member of

Tt we a large family. Three of his brothers “followed” the railroad. Two

i & are on the Norfolk and Western, one an engineer and the other a

li_ﬁi painter. The third was an engineer on the Chesapeake and Obhio

e Smg oo Railway, and a few years ago ‘‘his train almost smothered him to

M'n‘, death in Big Bend Tunnel,” with the result that he died about four

m months later. In his neighborhood Neal Miller is regarded as having
a good memory and being honest.

" Mr. Miller says that he worked in Big Bend “off and on”,

. y tarrying water and steel for the workmen, and knew John Henry there.

‘ :‘ lingl saw John Her.lry.drive steel in Big Bend Tunnel. He was a great

E*_ u'ﬂ l:lld always singing some old song when he was driving steel. He

e a l;ck, rawboned r.nan, 30 years old, 6 feet high, and weighed near

ml"-::i'l- :e and Phil Henderson, another big Negro, but not so high,

» And said that they were from North Carolina.

Hend
contest wi::o:l tumed the steel for John Henry when he drove in

he steam drill
Heary beat ¢ , il at the east end of the tunnel. jJohn
8 loat linef steam drill because it got hung in the seam of the rock

Dave Withy
ow, i BT
. of the w:r:o lived with his wife at our home, was the foreman

) on the outside of the tunnel where John Henry

Such w -
“2‘&@, .::h{.":. 3&"'9"" at Hoosac Tunnel.- The Brooks Gat
W drill Ne introduced there in June, 1866, and :'ephce
Machines ovember following. Tunnclli'ng p. 150 ff
were discarded at F!oosat‘. Did the manufacturers
el Somh? rers
"Ry opo06s

ul;rlt
) Wil Tulo, Wy June . 102
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beat the steam drill, and Mike Breen was the foreman on the insige
e¢a " o

the tunnel there.
The steam

f
drill was brought to Big Bend Tunnel as ap ,
it stayed broke all the time, or hung wup iy

i because . the
ang iff’lccoduld be used only on bench.dnll anyway. It was b"OUght t;“::;
::st end of the tunnel when work first commenced there, and y;, s

N el. It was thrown aside, and the engine was t;
'L;ar;l:: lc:r::‘eil tl::nshaft number one, where it took the place o:ten
:)f horses that pulled the bucket up in the shaft with a windlass.
john Henry used to go up I:iungart!s Creek to see a white Woma
--or almost white. Sometimes this woman would go down to the tunne]
to get John Henry, and they went back together. She was calleg Johy
Henry’s woman ‘round the camps. - )

John Henry didn’t die from gettmg too hot in the contest with the
steam drill, like you say. He drove in the heading a long time afte
that. But he was later killed in the tunnel, but I didn’t see him killed,
He couldn’t go away from the tunnel without letting his friends kj]ow
about it, and his woman stayed ’round long after he disappeared,

He was killed all right, and I know the time. The boys ’round the
tunnel told me that he was killed from a blast of rock in the heading,
and he was put in a box with another Negro and buried at night under
the big fill at the east end of the tunnel. A mule that had gotkilled
in the tunnel was put under the big fill about the same time.

The bosses at the tunnel were afraid the death of John Henry would
cause trouble among the Negroes, and they often got rid of dead Negroes
in some way like that. All the Negroes left the tunnel once and wouldn’t
go in it for several days. Some of them won’t go in it now because
they’ve got the notion they can still hear John Henry driving steel in
there. He’s a regular ghost ’round this place.

His marks in the side of the rock where he drove with the steam
drill stayed there awhile at the east end of the tunnel, but when the
railroad bed was widened for double-tracking they destroyed them.2)

The Hedrick brothers, George, seventeen, and John, twenty-
th_ree, were living with their father within a few hundred yards of
Big Bend when work began on the tunnel in 1870, and remained there
while it was under construction. George still lives there, but for the
last few years John has lived with his daughter’s family in Hinton,
eight miles west of the tunnel. 21)

George Hedrick says that he did no work in the tunnel, but that

was continually around where the men were at work, and knew

was going on”:

My brother John hel
the woodwork in building
I saw the steam drill 100,

*Perimey,

ped to survey the tunnel and had charge of
it. 1 often saw John Henry drive steel out there:
when they brought it to east end of the tunnel,

*-mmthhnmm t.. 1025
- a‘;“.ﬂ: and uf 3“ rge Hedric e“"'l'alt:f.;t't, W, Vl_.“ was obtained

John Hedrick, Aug.,' 1927, The latter Was
on in Kentucky when mdcmyur#mphthtmlh‘: _
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LY lidn't see John Henry when he drove in the contast: woia
' b::ult tit right after. My brother saw it = Comtest withim. heard
.‘ a My memory is Phil Henderson and John Henry drove otk
\\. the steam drill. That was the usual way of driving steel iict €r against
|\tl | saw John Henry drive st?el. He was black and 6 oot B :Ihc tunnel,
1\\ old, and weighed 200 or a little more. He coyld sing as g\-‘\;h years
te could drive steel, and was always singing when he was. i th\su as he
\i\ (Can't you drive her, - - huh?’ ¢ tunnel ..
. : ick brothers are sober men of .
N The Hedrick ; ( O good practical sence
.‘\ judgement. George is about six feet tall, stands erect, ;mbde H\S:ei.;t’r;d
N around two hundn:ed poum_:ls, and must have been 3 superior man f{?rts»
\. years ago. John is not quite so tall, but has a larger frame and musclg
He was twenty-three when the tunnel was begun, ang was un-
l“ quesﬁonably well fitted for_ a responsible job among the gangs there
[y He speaks with the authority of a tunnel boss: = '
!_hi I was manager-of the wood-work in putting through Big Bend Tunnel,
= and built the shanties for the Negroes there in the camp. The first work

at Big Bend Tunnel was making the survey, and | helped with that. Then
men came to put down the shafts, and took rock from them 50 feet down
to send away for contractors to examine when they were making contracts
for the work on the tunnel. Menifee put down the first shaft. When he
came | went with him to help him find the place. 1 worked there till
the tunnel was all completed.

I knew John Henry. He was a yaller-complected, stout, healthy fellow
from down in Virginia. He was about 30 years old, and weighed 160
or 170 pounds. He was 5 feet & inches tall, not over that.

He drove steel with a steam drill at the east end, on the inside of
the tunnel not far from the end. He was working under Foreman Steele,
and he beat the steam drill too. The steam drill got hung up, but John
Heary was beating him all the time. [ didn’t see the contest, because it
wis on the inside of the tunnel, and not very many could get in there.
| was taking up timber, and heard him singing and driving, and he was

ing him too.

John Henry stayed ’round the tunnel a year or two, then went away
“omewhere. | don’t remember when he left. He had a big black fellow
with him that drove steel, but he couldn’t drive like John Henry.

Joha Henry was there 12 months after the contest. I know. He wa:

when the hole was opened between shaft 1 and 2. Henry Fox lil;
hole through, and then climbed through it. st f;mtl: h’
the watch that Johnson offered for the first man to get fthf"ofi;
from shaft 2, and people on the other side pulled him throU§
of all his clothes.

Tunnel at work.
believe » single man got killed at Big Bendg man waskilled

EFEF
Fesf

i
:& 5 the shaft, and one died from (ioul air.
Beng Tunnel, ™) but none in Big Bend. or
¢ three witnesses l:"e gclvlng direct testimony, not p‘:p‘:::w.

S TPOrts. They are not ballad-singers and geners
® A ey o8 the lae a short distance west of Big Bend '

££
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| traditions, but represent the stable Citizenry of
-Sti:') ef :or;;munit}'- In a court or forum of that locality, the}-aw%‘
ser?:the support of good chgracter and'general reliability jp manuu
2?‘disputc coming under their observation. tery

anation Mr. Miller makes of the.steam drill at B; 2
and {:: set’:‘g;equent use _of the engine from it recalls Mr, HEﬂEPSB:l
periences with the machine at Lewis Tunnel. His account of J‘*;
Henry's death and burial is of a hearsay character,.and has
the value of a report at the tume. He is not alone in making
report, however, and his account of the tragic tone of the place
seem more real eventually. Mr. Miller is no apologist, and no hepy
worshipper, for John Henry or gnybody e{se, as ln_s testimony j
cates. He has the characteristic mountaineer attitude toward
Negro, and regards the famous steel-driver as rather vicio
another Negro”, superior of course and able to claim his w
when he was present, but remembers that he was not always p
His reference to Henry’s woman as “almost white” was but a
tionary after-thought to temper the . blow *“white woman” fg
moment, and has no other value in his report. Later he talk
fully about the woman, whom he knew for several years. §
in a little house about two miles up Hungart’s Creek, and often
long trips visiting construction camps, usually of miners, al
railroad. Confirmation of this account may be had from G. L.
previously mentioned, who remembers her house, her name and
and the man who “stood her” at Big Bend Tunnel. %)

In his statement that John Henry sang “Can’t you drive h
--huh?” George Hedrick makes a good claim for his acquaint _
with the steel-drivers at the tunnel, and for the correctness of his
memory. A few months after Big Bend was completed, the line

torie

-
s

_®) O. F. Morton says of Negro slaves in Monroe County, which
included the Big Bend community at the time the tunnel was begun: “The
servants in the ‘bighouse’ looked down on the field hands, but both house
aad field servants looked down on the poor class of whites.”” A History
of Monroe County, p. 185 ff.

. In 1878, Page Edwards, a Negro living at Big Bend Tunael, became
fdlm:m:fd his wife, a “bright muglatto wogman ofghandsome ap%gwce,”
e her, In 1907, Elbert Medlin, born in the larger D
wife beu’ about the time the tunnel was under construction, Kkilled his
light muj.““ she seemed to prefer the other man. Medlin’s father was 3
fjatto, and his mother a “white woman of low and deﬂ'd“'
Histo claimed that they were married in Ohio. J. H. Millen
ory of Summers County, pp. 788, 807.
of Anne all, a native of Monroe County, gives an example of a "ﬂg
hvﬂi-h over W Virginia having children by Negro men, A stances
of their w ver” of the coach, “There were seyveral :
and Manne “; by black men” Sketches of ""t\?e{!le'
Siigee Feinthe United States (1820), by a Travellers

ik 19 Virgia, see J. M. Russell, «The Free NS
- Pgﬁtf:. I @2’:2:‘:}"'% n-l-_t_.y_ St!ﬁ‘J 2

==}
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’ drive her home, my boy?” was published as
wCan ;uftg’ouby the miners in building the 'tunne?. ) w
n drick makes even a better claim for his memory of the
o, He is correct in saying that “Menifee put down the first
ne. and in Menifee’s purpose in doing it. %) Building shanties
tile workmen, Surveying, and sinking shafts for rock to be used
acting for |t_s construction ';haracterize the first work at the
facts that will m:; t!;e ?uestxoned. Fox*) and Steele*) were
af the tunnel, an € rormer was in charge when the openin
foreme;i ¢ from shaft one to shaft two, as Mr. Hedrick states. N

stimony of this sort is not altogether hearsay stuff, and can
hardITy"es:e denied value in showing the employment together of the
kinds of labor at Big Bend. These men are certain that they
caw the two types of drills at the tunnel, and that a contest took
lace between them. Their evidence is of about equal value.

In their statements for Henry’s presence, they are supported by
gwo other witnesses, George Jenkins and D. R. Gilpin, who claim
that they worked in the tunnel. These two men were not there when
the tunnel was begun, but came later and saw less.

Mr. Jenkins®%) says that he is a native of Buckingham County,
Virginia, that he went with his father, a blacksmith, to Big Bend
soon after the tunnel was started, that he worked at first as “tool-

'lioj", and that later his father got him a job in the shop to “sharpen
steel and other tools”:

-

ha\.'ing

’ L il il ‘f'__"""-
e e
=
=
=3

- O

John Henry was there when I went to Big Bend, and | remember
he was under Jack Pasco from Ireland. He was very black, and he’d weigh
about 160. Always singing when he worked. He was a sort of song-leader.
He was 30 or 35 years old.

I don’t know what he did when he wasn’t at work in the tunnel.
I don’t know when he left the tunnel or where he went. No; I don’t
know anything about him driving steel against a steam drill. The tunnel
was all hand work.

Jim Brightwell ran the hoisting engine at shaft 2, and my brother fired
for him, Captain Johnson gave a barrel of liquor when they knocked
through the heading from shaft 2 to 3. Mose Selby stabbed John Hunt
Wt day, but didn’t kill him. | saw Hunt in Roanoke a few years ago.

2 Nlli $aW one man killed in the tunnel. He was taking up bottom when
.’“_ld] from overhead and killed him dead. 1 don’t remember what
@& with him, sent him home to his people I suppose.

:: %""““n Herald, Hinton, W. Va.,, Jan. 1, 1874.
iegt"“b”" Independent, Jan. 22, 1870.
.‘lfo.d OQZQtte. Nov. 2’ 1872.

' J0ha Hep, v
: ¥, p. 3. Dr. Johnson quotes from Border
S have 'a been able to innd the files of this newspaper,

| Papers of the time often quoted from it.
: of George d_'cnkim, 75 years old, of Montgomery, W.
. M‘i t .




came out of the tunnel some of them &l
wu&::h\:enﬁu:;:nd and stayed blind. Most of them got -
a bat. so. They put a cover over their heads for a
. d'{.h = burnt lard oil and blackstrap in the tunnel for lights,
Aﬁ?r Big Bend was in 1 flagged on the worh.: train bﬁ'&n
Sulphur and Hinton about a year. Then I went with my father 4
on a tunnel at King’s Mountain, Ky. No.; I knew John Henry only
Bend. | don't know what became of him. :
Mr. Gilpin*) is on the pension list of the Chesapeake and |
Railway. He came to Big Bend, he says, from Knoxville, Tenp,
his father, a well-digger who had been successful in severa]
of the South before the Civil War in sinking wells through rock ,
water. His father was brought to the tunnel by Johnson, contr;
whose efforts to put down shaft one had been ‘_lhecked by
rising in it, and remained as a sort of po§s or director of
and blasting in the heading.?) Mr. Gilpin says that he worked
along with his father, carrying water and steel for the workmen,
He remembers John Henry, and describes him as black, aboyt
six feet tall, and weight “as much as 200 pounds, but not fat”, with
“thick lips and the prettiest set of white teeth I ever looked at”, He
adds that Henry, like the others, usually kept his shirt off when he
drove in the tunnel:

I know that he was from North Carolina, for he used to get Pearce,
my brother-in-law and a foreman in the tunnel, to write letters for him
to his people there. Pearce liked John Henry because he was sensible
and used good manners, and keen and full of good jokes, and he could
sing and pick a banjo better than anybody else I ever saw.

My mother used to help out when anybody got hurt in the tunmel
She’d come with clean cloths and medicine. She ran a bearding house
there at the tunmel, and baked bread for John Henry. He cooked the
rest of his food at the camp, but he couldn’t bake bread and Pearce asked
my mother to do it for him. I’d often carry it to him at his camp, and
he’d give me a little extra for carrying it.

I've seen Jjohn Henry playing cards, but | never saw him gambling,
and he didn’t swear like the other Negroes did when he was at

My half-brother, Jim Wimmer, drove steel in the tunnel, and he drove
with Jobn Henry when he could get the chance, because John Heary W&
:!‘M worker at driving steel, and he was sensible and safe, a mas

good judgment, with a good eye. There was not so much dasget

:”“"' Jo‘l;::hnhim in the heading like there was with some of the other
enry was 3 . P
When the first i 4 reliable man in danger or in a

ht hole one to the
east end of the 1 ‘i. was opened from shaft number

Crew Wied to put their

| dipped the liquor for the steel-drivers. E¥ ﬂ”
boss through the hole first, and they

.’é "'n-"-ﬂdnb.numw.v...uo&lﬁ?
w.ﬁhmhmhmmut'ﬂ
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4\
I‘h{ yelled like mad men, John Henry was g migh
y | tell you \Vht‘l! they pushed my father thyr Ighty powerfy mi

through after him, and almost tore off ough the hole, the N that day
.\ Then Superintendent Johnson gave me a s one of my lege Y Push_t:d me
\ikl | don't know a thing about John chult of. clothes bccaus::nl Coing it
"_ W | the steam drill, and don’t think I ever s Ty driving stee] in X got hurt.

AW one at the tunnel contest with

were used in the tunnel. They were usi
€ using an engine 5 Shaft. Hand drijs
number One

to raise the bucket up when we moved
: t
any steam engine or steam drill in the tf:nthc tunnel, but they didp’
The last time I saw John Henry whr:,d'w B
) as ¢

s
'y
25y -

by

\ Y was when some rocks from a blast fel : alled Bj

‘\ were covered with blankets an .el on him and apoth $ <o Henry,

\ . d carried out of er Negro. T

\ John Henry was killed in that acci of the tunnel, | e

¢ . ident becau ; don’t th

l’~‘ puried, and the bosses were always caref [Sg [ didn’t hear of o 3 ink

ﬂ* and dead. They were afraid the Negroes ul in looking after the ; being

h‘ I don’t know what happened to John Hwould leave the tunpel mjured

E Yo He may have left for a while and then enry after that accident .th

u | always thought John H lied i come back again y SHONER:
[ g enry died g but I can’

: : y died in the tu e can't s
i about his death 1 nnel, but I didn’ A%
@ is death. I don’t remember ) ) didn’t know a X
oy IS Wl oo him. | miight have fOuni»;:emg John Henry after the d:yfh;;llg
# vy tned.thcn. but we were not allowe IOllt what happened to him if “; h :;

questions about such things 2 d to 20 round the ca .a
= the hard life in the tungnc;i \"y man who walked around and tl:lllisclasmng
N < »
z“ and that's all. as allowed to stay there about t\:o ?it:;l:
Mr. Gilpi :
- . pin remembers that H
saw”, but re enry was the “singi
e members only a few stanzas of hislxg:)r:lgge_st man | ever
Tell the captai X
: ptain, - h : ;
'.= Tell the Bk ‘hll:;:, : ::: gone, -Ihuh.
] S L] ] « g()nc,. ]uh'
e s Tell the captain, - huh, I'am gone, -
rd- B gone, - huh,
# 12 John Henry, - huh
' B. y, ']
| . TR
onn enry, - huh
Cﬂ O }r! u ]
" Eetthen:S were built in the same style on these i
the fon ﬁ » “Shoo fly ar gl -f}’ on these lines: “The captain
, shoo fly down”, “Shoo fly all ’round

- :
This 014’ his old hammer a-singine” :
thay Joot: sweat a-rolling”” “;t“qu el “This old steel a-ringing”,
N Henry alwave o 1 am getting dry”. Mr. Gilpin says
1o dri ways sang “l ar e 3 P y
"Q.ry Ilu-d‘nl‘- and that as water hn gedlog diy | #ASeR vt
o the “hyp» - .'r ater boy he was supposed to carry it.
&m pin sayg that hcl- :"li. to mark the strokes of his hammer.
do“.h::“hu“““ically nhul;'h";j ‘education™ at Big Bend Tunnel.
'ﬁﬂm Ut the Civii w ig Bend times as Confederate soldiers
e T and Johy Meory ‘l:l-d Ltlhn.hk'f Mr. Miller, he is a herc-
. L e k e (qusnpc;uko and Ohio Railway
“‘:'Rhtn, with ’I‘l’ ed at a picture of Jack Johnson, the
au mr, of Biy H“ chest .‘I'Iltl muscled arms, and saw oaly
™ COMmrades M""d days, just as the Confederate veteran
_ Several figle w'a_w in the marching brigades of 1917, r
minders of his connection with the road,
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‘1e in wearing its service pins. Bi ! 53
i 'tak:ri:rfl’gdeanl: he knogws the place well. 'g Bend i at the ""tt
of hll-:e kne\'-: the two doctors who lived at Big Beng 2

times while the tunnel was under construction, i famﬂiesdiﬂ"m
a little of them afterwards. He femembffed_a_murately i su;-p ang o,
large number of the foremen and pther o_ff:mals at the mnna%
knew the engineer who drove the first train through the tunne; ¢
said his name was South Mack, who is not n'lt’requenﬂy re nel, ang
in the locality as Seth Mack. He explained h'.:’w h_dac!; lost hig "
by inserting them into a break somewhere in his little engin:h%
turning it over and getting “caught under it, ’t’o check the oo After
cteam to keep from being “scalded to death” before pe m
rescued

reason Mr. Gilpin offers for Johpson’s bringing his
Big g:;d is plausible eno’ugh- Wate( “5“!8 in t_he - hﬂhh
of the difficulties the engineers had in building it. %), He may noy
have dipped liquor for the men when. they opened up the tunnel from
shaft one to the east end, but very probably somebody diq m
water boy was the proper functionary when liquor became a substitue
for water, and it was used freely on such occasions there, %)
Border Watchman leads one to believe that Mr. Gilpin
have reported a casuality list on this occasion: “We learn {
hands on the East approach to Big Bend Tunnel and those
the ‘heading’ east from Shaft 1, having knocked out the rock
them, tried to knock out each other. Several parties were
stabbed.” ). _

The song “Shoo Fly” was widely sung on the minstrel
the early seventies. A Virginia newspaper observed: “Many
who arc not in the habit of frequenting negro minstrel
expressed a desire to know what are the words of a so
reference is so often made in the newspapers, and the
which salutes the ear in every public place. It is a
medley without rhyme or reason ... immensely
masses.”” #) The Governor of West Virginia was reporte
a part of the song when he “Broke Ground on the C.
in that state.%) Moreover, “miners hoarsely sir
a-rolling” belong to the education of Mr. Gilpin at
echoes, although some of them may not be factual,
1s not entirely a man of fiction.

On my first trip to Hinton, in 1925, I mentio
to Mr. Gilpin, without pointing out specifically
but he seemed not to know the ballad. He remembert

the use of sy
ohn chrymp' %d R RRP

¢ Orunl;rlu'lude endent, | ;_
'll'lo.' Staunton spectntpor and Genera

“) Wheeling Intelligencer, April {";

pl

t il
N% ;he Greenbrier lndepend‘enth
1 1)
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\ y tanzas of the steel-driver’s song. On a second visit
LQ! \' only 4 few 5;:.2 later, | again introduced the ballad, and charac-
Ny e

% about ™WO B fully. Mr. Gilpin commented thus: “John Henry was

AN it rat i bout his w iving her his
‘| L would sing about his oman, giving 3

\Q' always smg'"g'l-ngH?t in gold, gold at the White House, and giving
E\\" hammer, wram;n sitting on his mammy’s knee, watermelon smiling
:5\ it to his ‘:OTell,fhe captain I am gone, and like that.” But he did
,*;\' on the ,:;gu’ce a single stanza of the ballad, and seemed not to be

not rep

A ; .
able to. : nry’s woman had been raised, but no mention

ﬁh\t The Q}i‘es\;‘;ﬂt: fﬂgzsef{ although allusion to it is found in several
'O made of the d. And “gold at the White House” is unique in
] texts of the balla \ ‘ : ; 3

' dition. He explained: “The White House is where the President
e b ohn Henry and the other Negroes there in the tunnel used to
:li:?'agout it, and about going there. They used to sing about Fred
Douglas up there too.” !

He knew Henry’s woman, and several others equally important
in building the tunnel, and contributed rather full accounts of Lu---,
Liza Ann---, Kate--, and one called “Liza Dooley”, but thought
this not her real name. Some of them claimed to be half Indian.
One had long, straight, black hair, and another red hair. One was
a fortune-teller and banjo-picker, a woman of unusual vivacity, a
sort of pagan beauty, who played at dances and on other occasions
of jolification, not infrequently for slightly mixed crowds. He
remembered the following stanzas from her singing:

Pm going down to town,
Pm going down to town,
Pm going down to Lynchburg town,
To carry my baccer down.
Baccer selling high,

Selling at a dollar a pound,
And nobody wants to buy.
I pawn my watch,

And 1 pawn my chain.

Oh go ’long Liza, poor gal,
Poor little Liza Jane.

Up old Liza, poor gal,

Up old Liza Jane.

Up old Liza, poor gal,

uun poor gal
Up olg Liza Jane, :

She lost ey lover

of the sea.
u’*u'm'.".




WHAT BECAME OF JOHN HENRY?

l-driver was a real man, a ﬂesl} and blood my
and nv shows, one would like to know what became of him. The
te;t:moeg - not’ know. Miller and Gilpin seem to think t_hat he died
:?t::;zs tunnel. John Hedrick is *:luitﬁ certain that he did not, ang
“went away somewhere”. . .

says;h::rol:fg b‘:;ief in lylenry’s death at Big Bend is shown by the
popular reports presented in the second chapter of this study. T}m
ballad mentions his death there. Among the Negroes ,of the community
nothing seems more real than his ghost. The ghost’s driving steel in
the tunnel is highly significant of the manner, as well as the fact,
of his death, and modern ghosts are supposed to have such valugs. )
Bridge and tunnel ghosts may not always be, if ever, full adoptions,
or made from the whole cloth. And building Big Bend Tunnel made
possible the only plausible occasion for starting such a belief, factual
or fictitious. The character of the tradition seems to favor his actual
death there, from a drilling-contest, or in some other way.

The witnesses for Henry are certain of their acquaintance with
him at the tunnel, and the conclusion that he died immediately after,
and as a result of, the drilling-contest, that reported by Miller and

the Hedricks, would seem to dispose of their testimony as lacking

authority. This does not necessarily follow.

Among them only Gilpin claims the sort of acquaintance with the
steel-driver that would make a confusion between him and another
Negro at Big Bend hardly possible, and Gilpin was late in getting
to the tunnel, probably almost a year after it was begun. If the
zlr;i!xng-mntest occurred-earl’y in the work there, as shown by the
;ri\::m nyl;oand Henry died immediately as a result of it, the steel-
s rblwd took his place among the tunnel Negroes might have

moled him very closely, and was almost certainly called John

1 A ca . . )
mm{, 5 ugn ‘é’igp"é:: d aae cPorted for a tunnel in the state about si

was “fyl)” egun. Hempfield Tunnel, near Wheeling,
seen in thcoaflci‘ h:fs t;c(‘)f murdered men, Theypwere reported as having been
mouth of the tupnel o T Udered, as the men killed there were. ‘At the
name is significant ulﬁ A Sequestered spot known as Berry’s Hole. Its
fellows. In ' the e ord Shows it to be the watery grave of many
on the st m;"‘:::g l?r'ut;tluny (tllf our readers the hi.stor)i' :’f
scallo murderer, i is crim
victims took place o ScEWE, it sl fresh, The' siaugion of one of M
“ledhtc rc!’;nm to the unnel is well known and is supposed to have

eds a .
Wie:li ]t:: kind ‘il this tugr[::"mw of the i‘host last week ... Other

Inte ”ll‘nccr,“j:ur; "%? ‘I»Vstog nown to bear repetition.”
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Henry- He wou]_d have been the ("'1'!‘:" John Henrv there known
Gilpin and Jenkins, and eventually best known to Miller - -
Hedricks, and they might easily have accepted him as the hero the
the contest because they had had no particular reason to ohe
the original John Henry at all closely. Tragedies at the ¢ e o
not matters for open discussion, and this might -:\:?';“- :u.,'t.- ‘_f‘“ :
of Gilpin and jer.nkms,tq f]ear anything said ot Gha chiad ilure
might also explain O:ipm_s failure to remember any “H..:J : ‘1.1:..
ohn Henry song mentioning the fact of his death, or t ‘,{,,,.,c'm:‘;_‘

a single stanza of the ballad.
The theory that John Henry died in a second drilling-contes
Big Bend seems less pro_bable, and could hardly have hap.r{e;éd \.Tp:L::
the knos\(ledge of the witnesses for the steel-driver at the tunnel. The
introduction, however, of a second machine before the tunnel was
completed would have meant a second drilling-contest if Henry wnh
the fir:tﬂ\:vit:out any serious injury to himself, provided he was
there at the time. |
The drilling-contest established at Big Bend by ' |
data probably occurred in the summer or fgail of 1870 t?;c nmm::::
was done on the tunnel in January of that year, beginning the last
few days of the month, and J. M. Logan states that he worked four
months there before the shafts were in and then returned to Ivanhoe
and that he heard of the contest between Henry and the steam drill
mf he went back to Ivanhoe. His departure from the tunnel,
o sg;el; w;tts in the summer or ’early fall, and he heard of the con-
i m:d.er. The fact ?hat it occurred at the east end of Big
ihe ) ing to the testimony, shows that it took place early in
work on the tunnel, and that was the first section of the tu
completed. Between the ok
& o summer or fa!l of 1870 and the completion of
which & sec:n d]u:;e., 1872, was a period of practically two years in
g 'll':llmg-contest could have taken place.
i possibly in E .lwas at Lewis Tunnel in January and November,
fime it ‘was beHn , of 1871, and also very probably in 1870 about
e ing tried at Big Bend. The probability is that the
g i P as a failure at Lewis Tunnel, but mentioned as
y on three occasions covering a period of almost nine

Makes, Q?‘fhem the same drill but two or more drills of different
Pressor, by wasamfe dnll‘operated each time with a different com-
%m at B’f o&expermlent. Such tests, as well, may have been
Men under dlfflg nd. The two tunnels were constructed by different
o, e Oﬂmm;l t contracts, _and their character differed in the
d red ghaler or the machine. Big Bend was drilled through
ttle glater and Lewis Tunnel through “hard sandstone with
- Ml?t The failure, therefore, of the drill at Lewis
est v Av€ meant its failure at Big Bend; and the second
',m’ with the death of the steel-driver as a result,
S and may have occurred.

[

= ,‘;!ﬁi"“ij. D. OG5
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effort to account for the discrepancy between the taci:
and It%cﬂr;mpular report of Henry’s death as a result of thete;:.l{l'ﬁ““)'
contest, the theory that the steel-driver met his death ip SOme otrll1 g
way at the tunnel and that the report of the event became confy er
with that of the contest through oral transmission seem; m?d
probable. It leads to an inquiry as to the actual conditions und::

which the tunnel was built.

The testimony is highly suggestive but inadequate for a fuj under
standing of the tragic circumstances at Big Bgnd, as becomes in:
creasingly evident as one examines the construction of heavy tunnels
in Europe and America during the second half of the 19th century
The startling number of casualties from building Mt. Cenis and the
Hoosac tunnels?) indicates the incorrectness of such a statement as
that of John Hedrick that none was killed in Big Bend. Miller's repor
that bodies of Negroes killed in the tunnel, along with that of a myle
were buried in the big fill at the east portal is much less improbablg:
Many of the foremen and other officials on the road had been in the
Confederate Army. It was not always convenient there to bury the
dead properly, or to advertise the casualty list as a means of keeping
up the morale of the forces. That it was necessary to protect the
morale of the Negroes at Big Bend and that those in charge were
not always equal to the task can hardly be doubted. A brief account
of the circumstances there will show that the place was not in the
least inviting. Miller’s statement that all the Negroes refused to go
into the tunnel for several days on one occasion seems to be common
knowledge in the neighborhood. It was the only detail the widow of
Jeff Davis, previously mentioned, could remember at all distinctly

about the construction of the tunnel when I visited her in September,
1925.4)

~ Nordhoff states that the laborers on the Chesapeake and Ohio
Railway were mostly Negroes, ignorant, and “much crowded together”
in the tunnels.®) The number of such laborers in Big Bend during
the two years and a half of its construction was probably about 1,000.
The number for Musconetcong Tunnel was 1,000,¢) and that for
Hoosac, 900.7) Big Bend is about one-third longer than the former,
and one-third of the length of the latter. But the labor of Hoosac
Tunnel was “chiefly of the kind termed ‘skilled labor’, the underground
workers being, for the most part, regularly bred miners (a larg¢
porportion of them being of the very best Cornish miners).”?) Big

was built with ignorant, superstitious N “much crowded
Sogether” ig the tr ¥ perstitious Negroes

.,

::“.I'i.d on the part of laborers at Midland Tunnel was noted
cw'v Ng Intel Igencer, March 8, 1871

he n";'; Weekly Tribune, Oct, 18 and Nov. 1, 187h
ou wallroad Gazette, VI (June, 1875), 241.

bid 'xu“"“;he Franklin Institute, XCI(1871), W8
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L]
following lines, under the title «B;j Bend Times” .
ith 1:;:3'10?“-5 B e et a.bc’“*g six mozirl?f Saf’t?r ptl;]};hig:g
at the "é"'ﬂﬁt&" o exists | | ocd account from the inside of
Big Bend times now pass before me,
Tunnel scenes of long ago;
With the loose rock hanging o’er me,
More dangerous far than human fge.
Days that knew no time of leisure,
Days from working never free;
When the hopeful dreamed of pleasure,
When the tunnel through should be.
Fancy hears the hammers ringing - -
Sounds that now my dream annoy - -
And the miners hoarsely singing
‘Can’t you drive her home, my boy ?’
Hears the bosses loudly swearing
At some idler whom they see,
Who plainly is not caring
When the tunnel through should be.
What though looser roofs beset me,
Though down deeper shafts 1 go;
Yet I never will forget thee,
Number two, of long ago.
And when railroad life is ended,
Oh! what pleasure we could see,
If we owned the means expended,
That the tunnel through should be.

That Big Bend was not altogether a pastoral scene has support
from the inside of Mt. Cenis. In that tunnel “one was almost
smothered so great was the heat; the smoke from the blasts became
% thick that the light of the lamps was visible no farther than a few
#eps.” The writer describes blasting there: “Suddenly an infernal
upon us from the end of the gallery. One would ha\[e.
%3d that ten thousand hammers were falling simultaneously on their
tavils. A sharp whistling sound made itself heard above this clamor,
m You to the very marrow.” 1) Clouds of “yellow smoke come
h the tunnel in such density and volume as to be
m’ painful” 1) The inferno of St. Gothard was hardly more
* “As the work progressed the temperature rose and the air
Wore vitiated, until visitors were rarely permitted to enter
Morses of the sheer danger of being in such an atmosphere, and t:"-‘
“’“ the job died at the rate of ten a month. The scene l-"h“:
-\hﬁﬂ tunnel grew to resemble an inferno, men going abot

ath Mountain Herald, Minton, W. Va, Jan. 1, 1874,

Every s :
Surday, Oct, 14, 1871
'i..li.' '."'“lt‘ﬂ((‘l, Dec. 30, 1870,

Big Ben

£

fiil
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A\ 24 last time he heard of hi
\ om Tennessee. The last time he heard of him he
'§ o was 3 nfgr_‘:cl{rsomewhere in Kentucky.”
\ H el dggntributoﬁ Mr. Wallace, '?) testifies to the sort of

.s . .
|§ wa "‘_"gize:ha‘ qualifies him to speak with authority on the Henry
rie
N e

3 ‘.;,gue: eam shovel operator or ‘runner’, and have heard steel drivers

W\ | am ;‘_”’ ry all my life, and there are probably lots of verses | never

- en s o 2

.:\ singdjglr;nit tmed fo be that every new steel driving ‘nigger’ had a new
: hear nry.

verse 10 ohn :::O":HY knew John Henry, but I have talked to lots of

I neve;hI:} did. 1 have been told by some old Rail Road construction

old timers d John Hardy were the same man and by some
men that JO:‘I:' H:?ge a:ot'Jbut I believe that John Hardy was his real
others that :3113' worked on the C & O Ry. for Langhorn & Langhorn

e. He .-:c to drive 9 feet of steel faster than the steam drill could in
and wasdab'l‘eunnel- Then later he was hanged in Welch, W. Va., for

ﬂi:rd:eizg a man. After shifting out the ‘chaff’ think 1 can assure you
m

is correct.
the :boh::e heard the two songs sung mostly in the same section of the

country that is, West Virginia, Virginia, Kentucky, Tennessee, and North
Carolina, seldom elsewhere except by men from one of the above states.
| have worked all over the South, South West, and West, and have heard
the John Henry song almost ever since I could remember, and it was an
old song the first I ever remember of it...

This shift of the drilling-contest to Big Bend Tunnel satisfies
the ballad account of the event, but the belief in Henry and Hardy
as the same man starts something else. The report, however, is
purely a popular one, and it seems that the Langhorn construction
company had their first contract on the road near Big Bend Tunnel
in 1894,1) about a quarter of a century too late for the origin of
the tradition in the construction of the tunnel. Earl Smith,2) who
contributes a version of “John Hardy”, indicates that Mr. Wallace
5 not alone in identifying Henry as Hardy: “l think you will find
Joha H.ard')(r, an;l I'tlﬁprydthe same man, under different names.”

Jections to this identification of John Henry are too numerous
::Hf;gdﬁ‘)’ (;? éz:iu:;‘ork.‘lA gc:olc: examplelof them is that of

i y: "I am telling you all I know about John

elated 1 120 A Megro from the state of Virginia. He wasJ not
© John Hardy. He could lift a f :

4 20 i the - It a four ton car lift so mth thflt

0. tunnel M_K"Olln up to his inkles. He was killed in

Virginia \;ith 188 Hayes l_1as probably confused the steel-

one of the lifters of Kentucky or Tennessee.

B
; 's ’_ ml{t‘r..fharlnton, W. Va.
h . L m}:;bwohvt:f states that he furnished the Langhorns

€ road near the east end of Big Bend
q &llu, V. vy, g’
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equally typical is that of C. H. Board u o Vo .
:;\FOhenxa}Tﬂ:y :\]!as g black man. He was not related tg J:h:lrga'“‘i:
Him and Milton Brooks was little relaf,ed. He was from the stat:dy_
South Carolina. He died driving steel: of

The confusion of John Hardy with John Henry js
problems in the Henry tradition. How well he measures
popular character of John Henry can be easily shown.

Lee Holley, of Tazewell, Virginia, who claimed to be
old when he made his report in 1925, offers a strong ob;
such an identification, an objection with a kick:

one of g
up to th:

67 _Yeary
ection

Pve lived ’round here all my life. I've been acquainted with the tan
in this section forty or fifty years. I remember seeing John Hardy pretty
often, and know all about him.

He was black and tall, and would weigh about 200 pounds, ang was
27 or 8 when he was hung at Welch over in McDowell County. He way
with a gang of gamblers ’round the camps. Harry Christian, Lewis Rhodes,
Copper Boots, and Ben Red, and Jim Mason, and others besides were a|)
about as bad as he was. They were all loafers and gamblers, and robbeq
the camps at night often after pay-day. Harry Christian was hung for
killing Bill Crowe, and most of the gang got killed sooner or later,

My Cousin Bob Holley drove steel with John Henry in Big Bend
Tunnel. John Henry was the famous steel-driver there in building that
tunnel. | heard Bob talk about him several times, but Bob’s dead now.
He’s been dead ten years. I know John Hardy didn’t drive steel in Big
Bend Tunnel; he couldn’t because he wasn’t old enough when it was built,

and he didn’t work anyway. He got his living gambling and robbing ’round
the camps.

That this account of Hardy is in the main correct is shown by
newspaper records from that section on the occasion of his execution,
January 19, 1894, for the “cold blooded’”” murder of Thomas Drews,
also colored, at Shawnee Camp, near Eckman, McDowell County,
West Virginia, early in 1893. His conviction followed on October 12th
of that year. The hanging took place in sight of the jail in Welch,
and his body was buried near the spot.1) Who Hardy was, or where
he was from, is not known. .

The real and popular personality of Hardy, as it appears in his
documentary, testimonial, and ballad record, is that of an outlaw an
robber, the Negro desperado around the construction camps of southern
West Virginia near the close of the 10th century, and has very lite
In common with that of Henry, the heroic workman. Their confusion

in oral tradition is hardly a phenomenal matter; the surprising t

- %o:tu,l l\!a. 9,
; ol B Daily Register, Wheeling, W. Va, Oct.
’”::: an. 20, 184, The later reference explaing le\:rlnrgi-larcly Killed Drews

woman, a'r::nﬁl?th?“ @ crap game: “Both were enamored of the SiMC

. 's
¢r proving the more favored lover, incurred Hardy
2"&;‘::»“’“‘ the pretest of falling out in the game fo work vengeanc




“ i \ 365
T,

w kﬁ\ a while ballad scholars otnd occasion o add ¢ this

LS ) is that fo.r,

J-?m “Q, confu5*°';_\', d)wine described his John Henry a Mot a real black man
e :QHQ'\s s Mr. t;fa chocolate color”, and introduced 2 white man, a3 superim:
Qilh Nﬁ:‘ but mofc(:_ from Tennessee, who, he thinks, was named Duffin, and
by . Sy, h‘ steel.dﬂ;; the aid of bad and stale air, forced hig champion to the
%Q‘%b 3 Wh;;; ‘;-hls evenf, real or flCtlt!OLlS, ma_\'_ ha\'e SOme bcaring on the
i&;&‘rﬁﬁ{k, ;:plilar belief in John Henry as a white man from Kentucky of
B ' ' ] Te”';?:,soee;eports from North Carolina are definite on the Question

_ ’s color. Mr. Kelley '7) writes- “I have heard old men talk
b“‘ih&h:h of H:-'"J'g;lf] cHenry that knew him. He was born in Tennessee and
| e ab(;ua white man. His steel driving buddy was Ben Turner, 1s), But
'hhu :ﬂm he worked I don’t know.” Mr. Webster ) adds: “The contest
!l&qf":‘ between John Henry and the steam drij took place in the Big Ben
b"“ﬁhh. Tunnel on the C. & O. Railway ... He bet a thousand dollars that
d&,&“ he could out do the drill, and did so, but died shortly afterwards.
' | He was a white man.” Mr. Webster fails to say where Henry got
the thousand dollars.

Hazel Underwood, #0) of West Virginia, reports the Henry tradition
in her family:

Papa says his
drive was mage in the big ben tunnel on New River. Father says

5 heard when he was a boy gz about him and learned the song
. in the Jog camps, but had forgotten it till he heard
S fhey °“,ﬂ Re_cord We have, it is just 5 part of it. Mamma and Pa

thT?tl o;c&o“"t has 4 Popular ring, anqg somewhat less authority than
Origina] s';Grego;-y, *!) another West Virginian, who reports the “old
m,m&“gm:: John Henry”, “and whe, claims that John Henry

6, moberts, *) of the same state, along with his account of Henry
T "N, represents him as’ doing something besides work:

i’ ohu H.rd i1 5
y » phl
-“elllery. H"l’ishur : hll.(’l
enry Probable thgat Jo
2y & Hapgtnd OJ;ln" 4 White man and his connections in Tennessea?
.,_I.,' ..-" son, Th! Ne ro and His Son s, p. 2006 ff.
Wiy oy "I M Antho] o Yo b d0ff. (1 fal to find that
' in tb‘" Odum and Jﬂﬁnuona text of “Joe Turner”, or
W text “Joe i supposed to have been a convict

'.: 5 i _ gf%:‘ﬂpllll. Morganton, N. C.

COHiCal Quarterly, IX, 260 ff.

e Turner had something to do with
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27
nry was a white man, an American born English , .
ibs at the age of 22. The muscle of hjg i Y birty,

i w
es have | seen his woman but neyer John :ls by
Chry

Welshmgy,

John He

His weight - - 240 :
hes around. Many times : '
;‘Tu:nnl but have worked in the mines for years with the -

. .d tools for him by the name of Billy McKenzje
e ;::;:pcl::»:ry was a native of Virginia and did actually ki
driving steel at the Big Ben t_unnel on t‘ht? C. & O. R. R. in the year of
1873, He was in the penitentiary for Killing a man and the Wﬂlrauo:,
got him out to drive steel. He was no relative of John Hardy 4
I am near 70 years old, and I was a miner for a great many year;
in the Kanawha Valley at Paint Creek after the C. & O. was built, and
that is the place 1 used to see John Henry’s wife a little ugly frecy),
face woman. She would come around the mines where the work was.
going on.
Mr. McKenzie’s widow #) says she does not remember that her
husband ever spoke of Henry or his wife in her presence. The “freckje
face woman”, however, will appear several times in a later chapter,
She has value here only as a possible influence in the belief in johy
Henry as a white man and a criminal. :
The same belief is reported from Virginia and Kentucky. Harvy
Hicks *#) writes:
John Henry was a white man they say. He was a prisoner when he
was driving steel in the Big Ben tunnel at that time, and he said he
could beat the steam drill down. They told him if he did why they would
set him free. It is said that he beat the steam drill about two minutes
and a half and fell dead. He drove with a hammer in each hand, nine
pound sledge...
This is a popular report, and shows for Virginia more than an
individual belief in Henry as a white man with a past. That from
Kentucky is somewhat different. Mr. Barnett,*) who claims a career
“working on railroads and ’round the coal-mines”, says that he has
alw?fys Eteafrd th::t either Henry or Hardy was a white man and a
“ruff'an” from Kentucky.
Mr. Thompson, %) a merchant, with contacts of another sort, has
heard of Henry and Hardy in Tennessee:
~ Maving been born and raised in the state of Tennessee and, therefore,
:;. ‘":"::?tl{" close contact with the negro eclement there, it happens
" “:’“::d.;:ﬂc songs practically all of my life, until 1 left that
" .,:':' "m informed that John Henry was a true character all dl‘::i
s fmail o e :.D?ht:ou was driving steel during the construction
fong Selere § 644 Joha Hardy, 1t tar o, Loord e Job Hesty o8
Joba Mardy was ardy. It has always been my understandiog t
# western character, probably a train robber.

~
M,‘:‘.'ﬂ.{l: ,'“ divides her time among her children of

o N - .V "y, W Vs
w8 Rnci, o
:! B E Thompos, mcs:m Ky.

I himgeyg
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NL'!I He yndoubted1y understands the “western character” to pe a white
B\ ™o other contributors, both of West Virgini, charateiz agy
rl\ o white man. Mr. te‘rls ) oo >ay” about Henry, but
s & that Hardy was a “white man lived in Logan County 4
q\ e\'plam;e killed a man by the name of Vance®) oyer op thye B'1S
AN st River in a log camp.” Dr. Cox obtained from a certain My
\ ba’nlk'er o “current report” in southern West Virginia “concerning a
~t i Hardy who was a tough, a soloon frequenter, an outlay and
N ot e thug. He [Mr. Walker] thinks this John Hardy was o
™ a_;te man, and is sure that he was hanged later on for killing a
;; " :] in McDowell County or across the line in Virginia.” )
N, e In a few of their songs, Henry and Hardy seem to have rather
dose white companions: A blue-eygd woman 1s the apparent cause of
E‘t the outlaw’s troubles in two versions of “John Hardy”, one from

5\ North Carolina and one from It(entuck.y, fﬂ). and the steel-driver takes
ok leave of his blue-eyed “baby” in a Virginia text of the John Henry
1, song.®!) Although questions may be raised about this motif as showing
2 belief in the two ballad figures as white men, it falls in line with
the testimonial data, and this angle to the Henry tradition cannot
be ignored.

The race of Hardy has been determined by his identification as
the Negro desperado hanged in 1894 in southern West Virginia, but
his confusion in oral tradition with John Henry and a notorious white
outlaw of that section must have an important bearing on the belief
i Henry as a white man, and possibly as a criminal also. Hardy might
well be the contact man. Mr. Walker reported a white John Hardy, a
“sort of thug”, hanged for murder in McDowell County or across
the line in Virginia, and Mr. Barnett has always heard that either
Heary or Hardy was a “ruff’an” from Kentucky. The identification

this man is important.

In 1925 Ben Hardin was featured in a newspaper of that locality.

. Morton, a small boy at the time of Hardin’s execution, writes:

'&n "!ir_den._many of our older citizens will remember this distin-
147 @iminal who was hanged at Tazewell Courthouse on June 2,
+ ' the murder of Sanderlin Burns, who also was a Kentuckian and
L er. Harden proposed to Burns to swap saddles, in a back alley,
1 win Wy &'Im‘ how he would trade. Burns replied to him and saxg
""lo:u’u“ # though you had none’ ... Harden left the scene an
Harden wa b:r: and got a double-barrelled shotgun ... and shot Eu:::;
S MGicted at the May term of the circuit court, 1807, an

e e, o
 Huntington, W, Va, .
may be » conru;in'n with Abner Vance, a Baptist preacher,
a‘."' ';l'z Horton in that region. See Folk-Songs of the
. | ..'.
1 X,
Mt s

I'Q. AL, XXXN, 10,

Jihe 'ol!t' 137, Campbell and Sharp. English Folk Songs
i ’fé‘ Appalachians, p 257

r =1
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ser sentencing Harden to be hanged the Judge T the
::g;:d a:;thinz to say, and he responded, ‘If this mdgm“‘f&u:‘
ago it would have been better for me and many others’ 37) Yean,

Two of these older citizens have l-nade pertinent sta

the outlaw. John McCal}, who “saw it all and_ remembers ?

were yesterday”, says his name was jc?hn Benjamin H .
Spurgeon, who was also at the”hangu:g, states thgt he “went
the name of Ben Hardin usually”, and was “sometimes calleq by
Hardin, too, and even John Hardy or Ben Hardy, but his rea] —
was John Benjamin Harding.” l-.le rernembe:rs that Ben Hardin =
a bad man, “with long black hair and a wicked look™. Mr, McCal)

remembers that the murderer rode to “his hanging in a wagon ¢
on his coffin”. They agree that the rope broke, and that he hag
to be hanged the second time. Their account of his s '.
taking-off suggests that one might expect him to gain high place iy
the popular repertories of that locality. -
This testimony has the support of the Clinch Valley News
and other newspapers of the time:%) One correspondent becas
rather dramatic in his “Execution of a Hardened Wretch”. %) |§
anything further was necessary to put Ben Hardin on the honor roll of
his profession, it followed in his ten-thousand-word ‘““Autobiography”,
with a caption notable for its omissions:

Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin Harden, executed at Tazewell
Clourt] H[ouse] on the 28th of June, 1867, for the murder of Dennison
T. Burns, the 16th day of April, 1867. Startling Confessions! Boys, take
warning! Fate of the spoiled child, the disobedient boy, the roguish lad,
the stealthy house-robber, the dashing highwayman, the daring horse-thief,
the twofaced friend, the unprincipled intriguer, the successful swindler,
the heartless seducer of female innocence, and the cold-blooded assassin
of seven defenceless and unsuspecting victims. %)

_ Nothing is known of Ben Hardin, except the events connected with
his execution.*) He claimed to be from Kentucky, and was hanged
for killing a man, not in McDowell County, but across the line in
Virginia. That he is the white man in the Henry tradition seems
almost certain, although others, such as the white steel-driver from
Tennessee and the “freckle face woman”, cannot be entirely ignored;
certainly not in their respective localities. Yet, in the nature of things,
€ven an approximate measure of such influences cannot be made.

; ; - ®
tried ... The jury brought in a verdict of guilty of murg,
¥

o E

efield Dail

T ' i 1925.
nchbu,in y Dispatch, Bluefield, W. Va., Aug.30,
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aily Virginian, Lynchburg, Va., April 27, 1807-
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QA w )
. '*:' The age of the Henry tradition, as noted in testimonial and
& entary accounts, should prepare the way toward its place of
\\ do‘;: But unfortunately, several of the reports are too indefinite
origit- /
{ score. {
h,l\ on t%l‘?;c following is an example:
_lh_: o reared in South Carolina, and there | often heard the colored
‘\\ whiic driving with heavy hammers, sing this much of the song in
FoN mes, i«h seemed to be the chorus:
‘ pestion, which
T 9 «Thic is the hammer that killed John Henry, but can’t kill me;
| \‘ This is ;
i« is the hammer that killed John Henry, but can’t kill me.

\ This 18
i‘l' | heard one man relate to another that John Henry was a negro
"R i ssibly of the state of South Carolina) who at that time was

5 convict (possibi]
ﬁ‘. hired out to a quarry company, that John was such a powerful man a
l\ pet was made on him and a race was staged with the steam drill. The
‘h drill beat him ten inches in a day, and that night John Henry died. %7)

Another of the sort comes from Mrs. Susan Bennett: 39)

Wish to say that there was a man of that day in making the big

ben tunnell that whipped the steam drill down. I live in about 25 miles
of the tunnell and it is as true as the song Pearl Bryant or Jessie
James or George Alley and you may write to the Bureau of Information
and get the History of John Henry and his captains name. We have
3 records of Johnie so I will close and listen at him drive that steel
on down.
In this case, however, | was able to visit the contributor at her home
2 few months after receiving her report by letter, and found that she
bad known about John Henry from the time Big Bend Tunnel was
built, between 1870 and 1872.

Elizabeth Frost Reed, of West Virginia University, reports the

following lines heard sung, in 1909, by Lewis Lytle, a Negro on her
s farm at Flat Creek, Tennessee:
When the women of the West hear of John Henry’s death,
They will cry their fool selves to death.

2 1900 or 1901, Mr. Bonham heard of John Henry from a grade
*h by the name of Surface, as truthful a man as he ever met,
ey they were double-tracking the Norfolk and Western Railroad.
otent 1o Surface, John Henry died after he had won the famous
Several two 18.-pound hammers, one in each hand.” *)
: Others first heard of the steel-driver about this date. Mrs.
“" of Kﬂ!!udty. writes: “My husband was very much inter-
h Hu 4 '
il ry' .. | don’t know where he got the John Henry

h s vL" s .::hh The Bradford News Journal,
. 4
EBradlord News Journal, Last Bradlord, Va, Jan 10,

B e, Mt ik S Rk
: feller 10 her husband
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b}
.+ how long he had known it. He knew this song _
:::R'h:nrl. more than 30 years -‘130." Burl Mcpcak,") 3ﬂ0tei;rl ::"'st
tuckian, says, “My father learnt it from a color'ed'n?an on the
O road about 1904 Mr. Murphy, ¢*) of Virginia, fails to k:m
wanything definite about John Henry, but a'bout the year 1909 | f_ﬂw
begau to hear the song long before talking machine Recordg :nt
known in this section.”” Mr. Barnett, ) of West Virginia, says “3‘8
has been 31 years since | learned the song of John Henry»’ t
Boone, %) whose “life, up to 1925, was spent in the West Wl‘ginira‘
hills over in the Creenbrier Valley”, sends from Pennsylvaniz , o
each of the Henry and Hardy ballads, and states: “I do not r
just the exact date | first heard the songs, but it was the colored meq
working on the construction of the Greenbrier Division of the C, gpq
O. Ry. | first heard sing the songs. It seems to me it was about 1599
or 1900.” Two versions of ‘“John Hardy” in which lines of “jop,
Henry” appear go back to this perip_d.“) These reports indicate 5
wide circulation of the Henry tradition by 1900, and point to ap
earlier date of origin.
The same situation obtains for the tradition in the last quarter

of the 19th century:

Joe Wilson, Norfolk, Va. In 1890 people around town here
were singing the song about John Henry, a hammering man, hammering
in the mountains four long years. | was working in an oyster house
here for Fenerstein and Company, and | am 66 years old and still working
for them people.

Tishie Fitzwater, Hosterman, W. Va. | have heard of
him for 40 years. A old colored man told me that John Henry was a
colored man, and he was a cousin to him. [ have never heard any one
say that John Henry was any relation to John Hardy, and 1 am sixty
years old,

R H Pope, Clinton, N. C. Well | know of the song 41 years.
I went 10 Georgia 1888, and that song was being sung by all the young
men. | oam now 60 years of age. In those days I knew all the words
of that song but can't remember all of them now, but it was that he
would die with the hammer in his hand before he would be beat
driving steel ... Me was a negro and a real man so | was told.

O W. Evans, Editor of The New Castle Record, New
Castle, Vo The writer is a man in the 50's, but as a boy and yousg
x I tan distinctly remember the song, the tune, and some of the verss,

N % 1 remember were quite o number ... The negroes of forty years
e :'.::‘Tc :i:‘ }loh;.':c-;rl -; :: lt:m :: their race. ¥ o

" ’ or Y. A com r Negro
'._'"""'"*‘!Mlmumrumr:u.mm"

- Beanch, Ky,
VE @“ r, Va.

Ko, Py »

Kevien (hng. WS ® South, pim The Went Virginlt
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al in Alabama. [ printed this .
Muscll;YS:smllshilanheard it, 16) " his under the fitle JOMN
HEN

dy Anderson, Huntingtoa, W. va About
0 i‘\:'as‘ in Morgan County, Kentucky. There was a bunch ofﬁda:l::;
agme from Miss. to assist in driving a tunnel at the head of Big Caney »
(C';-eek for the O & K.- R .R Company.. TherF is where 1 first heard this
song, as they would sing it to keep time with their hammers.
Jesse Sparks, Et.hel, W. Va. My father is 87, and he says
i has been a song ever since he can remember. He says he has Heard
his grandpa sing g am 37 years old myself, and | have been kn
it ever since I have been big enough to sing.

This testimony shows the Henry tradition widely diffused as
early as the eighties, the .1at_est da_te possible for its origin. The
introduction of the steam drill into railroad construction in this country
soon after the Civil War marks the date before which it could hardly
have started. It must, then, belong to the period between these
two dates.

Several of the reports connect the tradition with Big Bend Tunnel
on the Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad. George Johnston'’) adds a
fuller account:

owing

John Henry was the best driver on the C. & O. He was the only
man that could drive steel with two hammers, one in each hand. People
came from miles to see him use the two 20 1b. hammers he had to
drive with.

It seems that two different contracting companies were meeting in
what is called Big Bend Tunnel. One had a steam drill while the other
used man power to drill with. When they met everyone claimed that the
steam drill was the greatest of all inventions, but John Henry made the
remark he could sink more steel than the steam drill could. The contest
Was arranged and the money put up. John Henry was to get #100.00 to
beat the steam drill.

John Henry had his foreman to buy him 2 new 20 1b. hammers for
the race. They were to drill 35 minutes. When the contest was over John
Heary had drilled two holes 7 feet deep, which made him a total of

feet. The steam drill drilled one hole O feet which of course gave the
Prize to John,

s ‘.(h‘“ the race was over John Henry retired to his home .and told
wile that he had a queer feeling in his head. She prepared his SUpper
m'::““‘“-‘ly after eating he went to bed. The next morning when his
and ke and told him it was time to get up she received no anSWef,

- - .d to the other world
Wine ely discovered that he had passe \
g :.: 4 the night. His body was examined by two Drs, from Baltimore

&bu_n found his death was caused from a bursted blood vessel in

.‘-.?. lz‘.““ rom 1 l'lﬂionll letter. Mr. Hulld)‘ was born Nov. l°. 1873,

:
"0t Asthology . p 18,
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The information I have given you came to me through my grandfathe,
He was present at Big Bend Tunnel when the contest was staged, at fhai
time he was time keeper for the crew that John Henry was working wiy,
[ have often heard him say that his wa.tc.h started and stopped the l’ace.
" There was present all of the R. R. officials of the C. & O. The Crow&
that remained through the race at the mouth of the tunnel was estimateq
at 2500 a large crowd for pioneer days. .
John Henry was born in Tenn. a-md at the time of his death he Was
34 years old. He was a man weighing from 200 to 225 1bs. He sl
full blooded negro, his father having come from Africa. He often said
his strength was brought from Africa, He was not any relation of John
Hardy as far as I know ..

Considerable verisimilitude hardly characterizes all these details,
The presence of all the officials of the road, with a crowd of 2500,
at the drilling-contest had better be accepted as fictional embroidery,
But the purpose of this study is not to emphasize the tissue of
falsehood in popular reports. Big Bend Tunnel was built by a single
contractor, as will be shown later, but the “two different contracti
companies” may well represent two crews of workmen. The sieg
driver may have had “2 new 20 1b. hammers” and used only one
at a time. Two doctors from Baltimore may have examined Henry's
body, but that they came to the tunnel for that purpose seems
impossible of belief. His John Henry suggests the frontier strong
man, who does impossible things.

Pete Sanders, an old Negro, who claims to be from Franklin
County, Virginia, has lived for many years in Fayetteville, West
Virginia, where with tales old and new he often entertains youngsters
about town. Long years ago he learned an Indian war whoop, and
occasionally, early in the morning or late in the evening, gives it from
a nearby mountaintop. He says of Henry’s connection with Big Bend:

| dide’t drive no steel in Big Bend Tunnel. Uncle Jeff and Eleck did
though, and saw John Henry drive against the steam drill, and died in
five minutes after he beat it down. They said John Henry told the shaker
how to ll'uke the steel to keep it from getting fastened in the rock so
he couldn’t turn it. He told him to give it two quick shakes and a twist
1o make the rock dust fly out of the hole.

I heard the song of John Henry driving steel against the steam drill

when they were still workin th s
I was & boy. When we & on the C and O, It was all amongst us

boys there in Franklin County worked on the

i “pb::h l;ouhoutu County, we carried tllle ﬁ
ome when we went. It was the lea

rallsoad ":3 :t they've tore it all to pieces and spiled it. 1 heard it

the machine, but it ain't mmmuwwh-“
._ & _

§

:
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4 put him some\.vhorc clse. The 'dumpcr at the fill was the man that
gnowed all about it. Uncle Jeff sal.d one day a long slab of rock that
hung down from the’ roof fell an‘d killed seven men. He said he seen em
killed, and they put ’em in the fills. The people in the tunnel didn
where they went.

Mr. Sanders, obvicn_lsl_y, would not be the first to object to the
popular account of building the Chesapeake and Ohio:
Kill a mule, buy another,
Kill a nigger, hire another.

The ‘“‘extension of the railroad up in Pocahontas County”, West
Virginia, where he and others .carnefi_“__lohn Henry” as the leading
railroad song, is the “Greenbrier Division of the C. and O. Ry.”,
where M}'. Boqng flrst.heard Negrqes singing it around 1900.

Erskine Ph:lhps_, editor and pul:fhgher of The Fayette Demo-
crat, at Fayetteville, West Virginia, is well acquainted with the
southern part of the state from several years’ experience as a surveyor.
He says:

I had a very interesting conversation with an old negro here sometime
ago. He, Ben Turner, and his brother, Sam, are natives of Old Virginia,
and migrated to West Virginia, along with hundreds of other ‘niggers’, to
work on the C. and O. Railway. They both worked in the Big Bend Tunnel.
John Henry was a powerful man, large all over, but possessed of the ‘most
powerful arms and shoulders I ever saw. Why! man’, he said, ‘his arms
was as big as a stovepipe. Never seen such arms on a man in my life.

‘Could he drive steel the way the song says he could?’ I asked. ‘Law - -
| reckon he could. Make that steel ring just like a bell. But look here.
Joha Hardy (he spoke of him both as Henry and Hardy) had a steel
ﬂﬂ:lfr almost as big and strong as he was. Just the same as two men
driviag. That man could turn the steel and hit almost as hard as John,
Heary could. John Henry wouldn’t let no one else turn steel for him.
‘h::‘ i-dj?hn Henry song was not the one that was generally sung by
s nvsn. lf- some one were hurt or killed in the tunnel, the foreman
the yell, “All right, boys, let’s hear “John Henry”’. The song had

s of sobering the workmen, taking their minds off the accident
fesoring order,

."':' 4 single detail of this report even slightly suggests that Ben.
"'lllu““ saw either John Henry or Big Bend Tunnel. The
the m‘;"mld hardly call for the ballad record of Henry’s death in
lae 8 & means of “sobering the workmen” when some one

list there, certainly not in a tunnel without an official
“ Heny Moreover, the Negroes of the community are still afraid
., Qt:e::"-' at the tunnel, et cetera. Mr. Phillips gives this
By are %‘ﬂt confusion of Henry and Hardy, but explains that

Miss Eigie fegarded as two different men.

“ Hard “) of that section, reports her father without
S € Mardy: “Dad worked with John Henry four years at Big

‘hMﬁ T

an

't know

-y
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. He was a Negro and left a son. D_ad says
}?:fod o]f-u?l:]ee world. Dad knows a lot about old timers™ he way the

The
3 ilt in two and a half years. tunng
“ssﬁ Williams ©%) was not at Big Bend, but says that e
of John Henry while the tunnel was under conmtruction: heary
| was working at Hawk’s Nest, that tumnel on the
with the steam drill at Big
when John Henry drove steel. : &
down below there. People coming down the line told us about it h‘
John Henry and Bill Dooland drove st?el together. w, what they
| never did see old John, but they said Iu.- was a big powerful
| am 84. | turned steel for the steel-drivers. When [ worked
Nest, | worked for Major Randolph.
made

at
Mike Smith,®) seventy-three years of age when he his
in 1925, had a somewhat wider range of experiences on the ““‘
thinks there was such a man: » &

I worked in putting the C and O from White Sulphur to ﬁ
big cut below Kanawha Falls. | worked a while with the surveyors, but
later drove steel in tunnels. | didn’t see John Henry. | think there was
such a man, and he drove steel. | heard about him when they were working
on the Big Bend Tunnel. They talked about him driving steel there, and
getting Kkilled.

B. O. Jones,5) a farmer of Albemarle County, Virginia, says that
he worked the public roads in his neighborhood with “statute labor”
during the seventies and eighties, and that at various times had in
his gang Negroes who had worked on the Chesapeake and Ohio
Railroad. Among them he mentions Tom Hill, Tom Carey, and Ned
Johnson, and says that these Negroes were continually singing “John
Henry”. He remembers that Tom Hill often talked of knowing
Henry at Big Bend, where he claimed the steel-driver died from

sickness about the time the tunnel was completed. Mr. Jones says
that he worked no statute labor after 1889.

Mr. Logan,*) a native of Wythe County, Virginia, says that he

went to Big Bend Tunnel to work when he was “between 16 and 17
years old”:

Tunl drove steel for Blevins four months at the east end of Big Besd

h nel before they got the shafts in. Blevins was a foreman there, and

: wl‘mt from Smyth County right by Wythe.

Hen felm:{nb?r seeing Mike Breen and Jeff Davis. | didn’t see John
r{;}he idn’t hear anything said about a great steel-driver.

n 1 went back to Ivanha

tunnel and talk abou: )

ut John Henry drivi : drill., They
had 2 Y driving steel with a steam
song th:;nwug'w'“d it was a whole lot longer than the John I

s
e —

. : w. _-‘ f
3 {9‘% 'Va?.' p
" Va. - 1S
,bh‘ l-ﬂll_ﬂm-dl WS & - - —
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| heard the song fffm before Big Bend Tunn
off Davis were ver icu
green and Jeff Y conspicuous am ok
Bend Tunnel. A fUJrlhaccotlnt ﬁf its cc)nstructiorclmfh;z'lad“n?;trtt‘]en
on the first page. ey taught the Negroes there oy
;E:;T days’ work in c;gl)e dla:y. L how to do
Ww. M. Coleman, who was re 1rgd b){ the Chesapeake and i
Railroad in 1926 and pL}t on the pension list, says that he was (t‘));‘:_g
in Bedford County, Virginia, and soon after the “C anq O Wié
completed started to work a track force on a section of the James
River”; and has wor_-ke.d.at different places all along the line in
virginia and West Virginia:

Dick Deans, and Aaron Bailey, and Anthony jones worked on my
first crew, and off and on for a long time afterwards. They were big
strapping Negroes from Campbell County, Va. They were always singing
when they worked, and ‘John Henry’ was their best song, they liked it
the best.

They worked in Big Bend Tunnel, and all of them said they'd seen
John Henry drive. Dick Deans said he saw John Henry drive against
the steam drill, but I don’t recall anything he said about his death. They
said John Henry was the most powerful man they’d ever seen, rawbony,
and as black as he could be.

These Negroes are all three dead. Dick Deans was working for me
at the time when he got killed on the railroad track.

A large number of these reports connect the Henry tradition
with the Chesapeake and Ohio, and all but two of them place the
steel-driver in the construction of Big Bend Tunnel, built between
{870 and 1872, Some of these witnesses have been employed at one
tme or another on the road, but all of them testify to hearing
elsewhere of John Henry, not at the tunnel. The four following
feports were made by men who have long service records with the
rallroad, two of them being employees of the company now and one
o the pension list, and who testify to hearing the tradition in the
“mediate Big Bend community.

1 Evans, #) who cooked for railroad people around the _tun.nel

#d on for forty or fifty years, and who had an opportunity,
of H:n“-'lo learn its early history, states that he heard the reP?’;’s
w’“ connections there when he first moved into the neigh-

+ and has heard them ever since.
5. Scott %) states that he works for the “C and O people,

g .
Marted with them in 1879, He says:

| ,

the belped 1o cleqs out a wreck in Big Bend Tunnel in IBBIiI*l :;ee:::
.M there ot (he work then sing John Henry that beat t 1 don't
ﬁtﬁ‘ M4 Fve heard it ever since then on the road, bu

— s g,
% g w ve

el was finisheq.
Mike
at Big

13
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| remember how they talked about John Henry being such .
soal-driver, and 1 won’t more’n about twenty years old then. Eregt

v Bend was first arched with timbtr, and Jr;hn HEdril:

in t}ﬁ:lgnext chapter, that he had 'charge of that work Fa]lr i‘;"’ Y
tunnel caused several wrecks t-he first few years af?er its CONstryes;
and resulted in the timber being replaced by a brick arch, inn?n'
in the early eighties. Cal Evans, already mentioned, cooked for ng
workmen on this job. Tom Wood?%%) says thgt he has lived a Big
Bend fifty years, worked thirteen years f.lelpmg to arch the tunne]
with brick, and is now on the pension list of the road. He
«\When we were arching the tunnel along in the eighties, holes illﬂ!'
heading were pointed to as those John Henry drilled. People pere
in the neighborhood still talk about hean_ng John Henry driving stee|
in the tunnel. Any noise in the tunnel, like dropping water, is liable
even now to scare some of them.”

J. E. Huston is a telegraph operator for the Chesapeake and Ojo
Railroad, and is stationed at Big Bend where he has worked for
the company since 1893. He was living there when the brick arch
was begun, and remembers that the workmen often spoke of the holes
in the heading as being drilled by John Henry:

When I was a boy, we boys here in the neighborhood used to play
steel-driving. We used sticks for hammers and sang as we played, ‘This
old hammer killed John Henry’, and so on. =

The John Henry story has been in our family ever since we moved
to Big Bend Tunnel in 1881. My father worked for the C and O Railroad,
and they moved him to Talcott in 1881. After we moved here I heard
him talk with the people around the tunnel time and again about the
contest John Henry had with the steam drill.

My mother had two old Negro house servants, a man and his wife,
who quite often spoke of the steel-driver. They were certain that he was
buried in the big fill at the east end of the tunnel.

Obviously the old Negroes are the best chroniclers of the Henry
tradition. Like the exempla of the faithful, their tales are first-hand
and have the force of reality. That of William Lawson®) is charac

by marvels that hardly need excite distrust. He reports his

age as eighty-five and the place of his birth as Laudin County,

{ifginia, where his mother, 106 years old, still lives. During the

wi:f? war he was on both sides, first with the Confederacy and then
the Union, but regards himself first of all as a farmer:

I was living on A. S. Massey’ when
4 ¥'s place up Falling Spring Valley
:h:.:.‘ I'o Big Bend Tunnel in the spring. My brother Armstead was
It was &':cnl to him there and stayed 'til time to cut corn in the fall
M‘" they put the hole through.

headinyred s wlong with John Christian and John Turner in ¢

drove steel under Armst to drive.
We were driving ead. He showed me where

m g" Va
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R\ When we met a dispute arose between the two sides about who was

st man to drive a light hole through. My brother said he did, and
e h:-sugqu about it all that evening. Next morning when we started

\ P again they started the dispute again. My brother and Will Christian
. wo:klngq from fl{c other side) shot each other dead. Armstead said, ‘Your
}\ g ::lt po bigger than mine’, and they both fired about the same time.
.k'} _f;l '(':hristiall hit my brother right plumb in the heart, and my brother
h’; th him a little on the side further toward the middle of his breast. Both
'i\ h} them were dead in five minutes after the guns cracked.
L§‘ - | was the first to get to Armstead, and turned him over. He fell
kh on his face. Then C. R. Mason come. They buried him on the mountainside
h-‘: in a government graveyard. |
\1.‘1 When the hole was put through there was a great deal of whiskey

in the tunnel, and that’s what started all the fuss. They fussed over who
put the crowbar through first, but it was the drill.

The hole had been put through three or four months when John
Henry was Killed. He was the best steel-driver I ever saw. He was short
and brown-skinned, and had a wife that was a bright colored woman. He
was 35 or 36, and weighed 150 pounds.

When I went there they had a steam drill in the tunnel at the east
end. They piped the steam in. They had a little coffee-pot engine on the
outside. They didn’t use it in the heading, but on the bench and on
the sides.

John Henry drove steel with the steam drill one day, and beat it down,
but got too hot and died. He fell out right at the mouth of the tunnel
They put a bucket of cold water on him.

His wife come to the tunnel that day, and they said she carried his
body away, I don’t know. I never saw anybody buried at the tunnel
except my brother. They said they shipped some of them away, but I
m.see anybody shipped away. 1 don’t know where they buried Will

They didn’t bury him with Armstead.
% The ﬁt_ne John Henry killed his self was his own fault, ’cause he bet
. Man with the steam drill he could beat him down. John Henry never

0 man beat him down, but the steam drill won't no good nohow.

John Henry was always singing or mumbling something when he was

steel. He would sing over and over the same thing sometimes.

‘My old hammer ringing in the mountains,
Nothing but my hammer falling down.’
toloreg boy

'tound there added d hn H
he added on and made up the John Henry song
C & killed, and all the muckers sung it.

ther
o “t :‘“ Was the boss man at the tunnel. He was a good-hearted
‘“hh Was a tough man. He'd spit on you all the time he
 The YOU. His son was named Clay Mason.
'm““ residuum of this first-hand report is certainly not
%0 are o o Mason built Lewis Tunnel ) not Big Bend.
the same road, fifty or sixty miles apart, and were

h"'“"l. P w211




JOHN HENRY ON THg
AND OHIO RAILWH%%

A factual basis for the Henr iti :
Ohio Railroad in West Virginia Yreg;g::;on the ¢y )
labor and machinery together, if nog COntinuony, Moy
in ifs construction from 1870 to 1873
was done altogether by hand drills of altoget

widely in tunnelling, and in SOme (ages
exclusively. ') Steam drills came into fairlythe h

quarter of the century, particularly ip heavy ty
and America. On the Mt. Cenis Tunnel they
full during 1861”, and remained to the com

on several lines. Notable among these was the Ci
with twenty-six important tunnels. In some of them
used in the heading, and in others on the bench,
steam drills. *) In actual practice, of course, the two'
were employed together wherever the steam drill
tunnelling during its period of development, a hs
Iheir use together on the Chesapeake and OF
Detween 1870 and 1873, is shown by the
2 soldier of the Confederacy, who is better known as e
‘wilroad people around Hinton, West Virginia, where b
when he made his report in September, 1925: P

') Post Menry Tumnel on the New VOI' = o
Luk Lug Tunnel on the Western North le& In Mount
o hand laboe Tunncllinﬂ. . 970, by hand”

Ml tuaacls, bultl in 1889, ““all dn s B
e Woestern Society of Enginecers, '

» Tunnelliag, p 190 |
) Ibid | o lﬂ‘m he |
J L . W '
O Mo S Deiaker, resident cngineer S0 08

"‘ k‘i!laa‘-‘ ngl‘
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Ry
L&) that there “ -
R here. He says that ‘are undoubtedly some yui Si
}(:EN John Henry in circulation, but none has e\ere f;?‘:!egnar- \.e-‘r:.‘or_:s -y
o | can truthfully say that the following stanzas contain e o - ey
h“‘\‘ down’ | have ever heard on John Henry *) Th l‘..-g \f“ g+
5, §§ i ! e fUL{.“\HRg are his
Sa ' y
& John Henry had a little woman,
h‘kh Name was Ida Red.
H%"- John Henry had a lLittle woOoman,
&iq:‘ She sleeps in my own bed.
ﬂ“ i Ol John He i
ih : nry was a railroad man,
i R
| ' ¢ wagon wheel,
Sty .. niea with the toothache in his heel.

Wme-!hmslslate ada ) i

ese ptations, not b
Mﬁmy and as well his third enmpka::l.ilc'ir
have added at least three others of equal




Jas \
9 :

Perhaps he watched too closely to be able to evaluate

. } oh
all that fell into his net, One of his texts contains these ||r11::1!vt|?

John Henry had a little wife
Who were steel corn fed #4),

Possibly “steel corn” means only hard corn, and he hag “Neve
heard one”. The contributor, of course, is the only authority fu:.
the text, but he, like the editor, can answer only for himself, o for
the other thousand singers of the same version, If the il vy
little piece of steel”, “driving steel”, and “bucking steel" have Freudian
values in possible connections, as his psychologist would seem to
recognize, he allows none of them such a bearing in his work,
While Dr. Johnson insists on speaking ‘“‘truthfully”, one may ask,
in view of his handling thus such materials, how fully he realized
that “John Henry contains excellent symbolism from the Freudian
point of view”. His answer, though it hardly seems necessary, is
vigorously expressed in his review of Roark Bradford’s John
Henry, a more recent treatment of the Henry tradition:

Aund now Roark Bradford has written a book about John Henry « - but
not the John Henry of the legend. His is a jazz version, so to speak ...
The old John Henry was a tragic, almost a sacred, figure. He symbolized
man versus the machine. This new John Heary is a tragic personality also,
but in so far as he symbolizes anything it is man versus woman#®),

Dr. Johnson had explained earlier that the word jazz deserves to
head the list in Negro song for the “act of cohabitation”. ) One
thing at a time and that done well must be the rule for his Joh
Heary, the good man hero who did nothin’ but work. A “parlor’
hero of the good old days when a leg was a limb and cold hands
meant a warm heart. Parson Weems denied his Washington an
Marion less. That it was not necessary for John Henry, WG
celebrated for half a century by the “lower” tenth of back alleys a
construction camps, to borrow his sex from the upper crust requin
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In the field of popular Iiterafure, as wel the ;

Johnson is too evident from statements Such as the fof}lnof)c.gnce of D,
fohn Hard y came on the scene, only a feu s h“jn : “When
Henry remained in general Circulation j, Wees "2tches ‘o Johp

ives no data tobshow that he had Mmade g,
f “John Henry” in that state for the last decade
:Jr the occasion when ““John Hardy” Came on the . th entury,

o the ot orions ik is hands 2t e ‘pe souue wight
said, without serious ObJEChOH’ that _“JUhH Henpry» hag “t]'] \'hla\-e
far enough to escape gomplete (:'Onf[fs,;on with “John Hfl[‘d\"'d glled
the latter ballad began its circulation in oy tradit; ', Y" when

. iisient for' the poin.t b apparently W'm‘telmi that woy)g
“explanation of the mixed versions of John H
has found”.

His statement that the “author of John Harg ¥ <
been familiar with the structure of John Henry “for he cast his
product in exactly the same mold”’, ) is made without giving ;m\.-;
evidence that “John Hardy” had the author. The observed lect of
their structural similarity hardly setfjes the matter of individual o
multiple authorship for one or both of the ballads, |f “John Henry?
developed by stages, “requirgd more time in the making” 51) a5 he

+ Must haye

without reference, to the earlier statement, “[eg deux chansons se
trouvent étre d’une structure analogue”?52) Thjg statement allows
the possibility that the two ballads derive their structural pattern from
4 common source, that “John Hardy” had its origin in West Virginia
although when it “came on the scene, only a few snatches of John

Enry remained in general circulation” in that state, or that the
author of “johp Henry” was familiar with the structure of “John

A : -

The separation of the two ballads i, perhaps, the best thing
- Johnson does in his discussion, and that is not altogether satis-
Y. His materialg and methods are hardly sufficient for his
sions,
With two tunes of “John Hardy” from white people and several
o “John Henry” from Né'gror;:s?he groceeds thus: “John H ardy is
;l?: » deliberate, apq puts one in mind of the conventional Efngsltﬂ]
it gyne. "PE by the white mountain people. John Henryhls l:ar-’
B2 o, ™ more aud Tyt ot Hie s
Ymewh : S € tunes and r ms
M‘. different. )l;ut they are drawn too larg_ely from Pho'e'ﬁffg:
&g%m"'ﬂf Student, and other soloists, with mpr?]v?:lue 4ot
\___" the following pages will show, to have muc )

ohn Hey, o1

. !m gt P &
Foly' P o1, vl
‘Oi.ne:“'du Midi des Ftats- ,

'Y, pp. 0607,
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ch treatment of the two ballads does not take -
su

roes singing “John Hardy” an 12 Acony
o fregu?::}‘{’ Ogome%vith notﬁ)leg racial variations :m?j :’g;‘: Mnll:
“johnf t(;m "tv\.:o ballads in their performances. a oy
tureHOc publishes a tune of “John Henry” from Robert | ason
can pick his twelve-string box “in more ways than g farmer Whg
whip a mule”, %) and another 'frnm Lcn‘n R. Harris. .
has worked in “railroad gracfmg camps from t_he (
Florida and from the Atlantic to the Missouri Rl\‘er”, ok
wherever he worked “always found ?:)mcone wh_o could ang s
sing of John Henry”, and who says, The. song is sun many -
air or tune, and hardly any two singers sing it alike.’ s Such e,
ports are significant, and show more than the Possibility of waar
ness in conclusions based on a few unrepresentative tunes, | Weak. aks
Dr. Johnson, moreover, agrees that “thg very essence of the
song is its fluidity, its adaptability to various km and
work”, and that a “work song t_une cannot be rded
lute accuracy”.®9) In his earlier discussion, he notes the i
of the singer: i

When the recorder thinks that he has finally succeeded
phrase down correctly and asks the singer to repeat it... he
that the response is quite different from any previous rendi
for further repetition may bring out still other variations or
the previous version. Again, after the notation has been made
singing of the first stanza of a song, the collector may be
find that none of the other stanzas je sung to exactly the

He adds in the next paragraph even greater diffi

'P(‘F]_v int()

enry™ and “jJohp Hardy”, he will hardl john
throug i 2 y deny that they have been
P its. o8 up-singing, often eirth an ex-

of similar rhythm; the other and confusions with other

parts for dm«mmm‘i technique, With shifts in the “six or eight”

another oS, resulting in first o and then
mmﬂ:ﬂ lead. A member of such 3 ncp?at: any other
his collector, and et 1o 1I€S€ Parts at a time, as in the cast
- U8t harmonize it later as best he can”, with
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hﬁ " Nevertheless, he gives both examples as Negroid, and uses
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12
sssibility of cchoir_lg the group or var;
the P f the song. That all such '.k;':)l()’i”cl;tt[‘g Broups in the several

anzas © :
:t‘:c same leading part for their renditions'isor later Broups, take

the original “John Henry” and « GXirchely doubtful,
t.:,mr::;gh this process w_ithout modific:a‘(io;{c)hi;l ::lir;}r d
follows, therefore, that if one succeeds in brino: Y doubtful.
cumplc-" to show t‘u!n: and rhythmic differe
they will not be sufficient for the original ch
and cannot cstabl:tshh their sEep:;ratiOn.

urthermore, eir original separation >
mnngariations i‘gnorcs too muc:hp ballad tigd;ctrilgn.hasl;’s tzfe o
of “John Hardy”, as Dr. Johnson insists, was familiar w‘ﬁuthUr
structure of “John Henry” and cast his product in exactly the <o
mold, in all probability he copied his “John Henry” tune atsé’ame
rather that of his pattern. Possibly the author was one of a la

p of ballad-singers who recognize only one tune for their entrige

rtory. Possibly the author, or some singer, transmitted the ball;f[
as a “ballet” without tune notation, and all extant versions d
from this source. These are possibilities.

Weaknesses along such lines in the material on which Dr. Johnson
pases his separation of “John Henry” from “John Hardy” place
his thesis in an unfavorable light, and no great improvement of his
case can be made from an examination of his tunes themselves. That
they do not represent the full character of the two ballads requires
so further explanation. His methods, though, of obtaining them
have an importance, and they are well illustrated in his example from
Odell Walker, his Chapel Hill authority for “John Henry”.

He presents two examples of Mr. Walker’s singing the first stanza
of a single version of “John Henry”, ) with tone and rhythmic
variations, and fails to say which of the performances is the correct
one. Possibly he asked for the second singing of the stanza and
falled to observe that his soloist had changed drinks. Possibly he

d only one rendition, and as editor harmonized “it later as best
an

, or

erive

o show a difference between the two ballads.

In fact, he must have succeeded in getting at least three per-

s by Mr. Walker, as lines 3 and 4 of the three printings
of

his version show:*®)

‘Fore he'd let the steam drill beat him down,
Die wid his hammer in his han’.

An' belo’ he'd Jet the steam-drill beat him down,
e with the hammer in his han'.

Asd belore he'd let the steam drill beat him down
Me'd die with his hammer in his hand

[ 8 48 [T : L
_a‘ll.o"oci,:‘:v Q'o..'l’i,',w M8, 225, Johe Henry,
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ibly imens, with their several tunes, ;
P?scscl)blgte:ihes:ngp(fg:lch more typically Negroid” :}I;znfazti:""lnmn
?-';;rd\?” cx’amples from white people.._ Apparently he Publish&djohn
Walker's version in two other plzfvces, with further notable Variationg w
Such practices must of necessity affect the evidence drawn h;t'll
his texts for amy purpose. |

My request, in a receqt note on JohnHe nry ,-m) for Correction
by Dr. Johnson of a series o_f mnsrepresentat:on_s in the tesﬁm()lual
data he published from the Big Bend Tunne! nelghbor:hood has
no answer, and by way of throwing some light on his methods v
handling such material a few of them may be pointed out mop
fully. One can easily understand that the slightest variation, consejoyg
or otherwise, in these field reports would have. _slgnificant results
under his system of classifying them as “positive, negative, or
indifferent” testimony. %)

That of Cal Evans he presents as follows:

When the tunnel was under construction he was a youngster, not quite
old enough to take part in the work. He thinks there might have been a
steel driver there named John Henry, but he never saw him and could
remember nothing about him except what he heard later. He stated that
while the story might be true he was inclined to believe that it was not M),

Dr. Johnson would have no great difficulty in classifying this report
for John Henry at Big Bend Tunnel as ‘“‘negative, or indifferent”,
but if it is to have any bearing on the connection of the steel-driver
with Big Bend, and on the larger question of his reality, something
more definite might be expected from Mr. Evans. One would like
to know why he failed to see John Henry, what he heard later,
when and where he heard it. After investigating the Henry tradition
there, one would certainly ask what story ‘Evans doubts the truth o_l._.
Does he doubt the truth of the story of John Henry driving SMI
in the tunnel, the story of his drilling-contest there, the story of
his death as a result of the contest, or the story of his body being
thrown into the big fill at the east end of the tunnmel? Or does he
doubt the truth of the story that Henry’s ghost is still driving steel
in ttll_ektunnel?

ike many of the older Negroes of the community, Cal Evan%
according to his own statementgand that of his wife,yfollowed t!lG
Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad into that part of the state. He was
4 native of Albemarle County, Virginia, worked first on the road
;lea:h White Sulphur Springs, West Virginia, later near Huntin 3
he o Western part of the state, and around 1875 began cooking

roundhouse in Hinton, eight miles from Big Bend. In 1870 h¢

4 woman of Orange County, Virginia. They made their

The Southern Work . 4 Topa®
G AR B A
g?t. ’33{,. P M, “ % -
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.y Hinton, where Mr. Evans continued
arching t:;cttunf;}el [\;ith brick was be
he moved to Big Bend to cook et
there. He had no opportunity, th(;l;e:g:ethte workmen, ;.]n;'l?s;?,.!
steel in building the tunnel between 187(; O see John Henry ained
" His contact with the tunnel for half and 1872. drive
for him to learn the stories of John Hea FEfltLlr}. A
of telling them is a matter of general knﬂr'\‘ lhei‘e__
Although he objects to the reports of l_?e\xleﬁge fia
i the tunnel, and of Henry’s death as a nry’s
what he really believes can be understood only th
with the man. He is one of the Negroes at E\E éOngh an acquaintance
to be afraid of John Henry at night‘ __m;{t% end generally known
course, - - but this fact must not be overiooked : ‘f_lat he admits it of
of the ghost story, and of any other part lnfleportmg his distrust
as Henry’s spectacular death from the cont of the tradition, such
to contribute directly to it. He says that hCSt, which seems to him
was being double-tracked in the eighties }: saw, when the railroad
1) over the big fill af the »ast end o skeleton unearthed
the dead from building the tunnel weeas end of the tunnel, where
night; %) but he objects to the skelet re reported to be buried at
accepts, however, as factual the repg?tsasoghﬂeﬁjvjﬂ‘"kljienry. He
mnnifler??igat}igi cc(:;l t:ﬁzs wf:j(hlthet,steam drill. ¥ working nc the
Big Bend with no great d[;fz;ir::illf ; C{L MN? Evans can be made at
West Virginia University, who sini-e he was Wipe 2 & shider
camp on Evans’ place abo e was a small boy has had a
SRS Lnnel wPh ) ]_Ell out a hundred yards below the east portal
drera] WeEkS’ever;resu r:mempbﬂs Evans to cook for him during
in the evenings to E ! er, and where he has listened for hours
will not go alo tva_n s’ tales of John Henry, says that Mr. Evans
to Talcott. a Srlrllella _mgh_t _to the tunne!, and that in going at night
up Greenbrier REf village just above Big Bend, he paddles his boat
Mr. Evans iswer l;n order to avoid contact with Henry’s ghost.
s care-ta?;mc less courageous than Mr. Anderson, the Negro
: = “Of ﬂ:le tgmnel, who has what people in the
in the fa) ofcallcl;ﬁ pension job”. On my first trip to Big Bend,
With rubbish o I saw Mr. Anderson pushing a wheelbarrow
him from the $1 out of tl;e west end of the tunnel, and called to
By oAnkment fitty feet above and asked f he had seen
:’“ laugh thet he was on the inside. He answered, with a good
- lﬂ\'hed'm-a he had no faith in the stories of John Henry,
the facty in lhemc John Hedrick, the man he regarded as knowing

e Henry tradition.
“

‘ in during March.
)

.& H. Mille

the tgm" says that Big Bend Tunnel caved

l. brick that the “rajlroad company was forced fo arch the
= '-m " History of SumtmclrsyCounty.Wesl Vs

until
Then

it possible
and his practice
the community
ghost driving steel

- o
esult of the drilling-contest
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. Anderson explained how, in spite of the local fea, of
hos}t“rhe had taken charge when he came there more g, 'ttngy',
gears’before. He had had his most exciting experience on w lhl'ﬂy
{hrough the tunnel soon after his arrival. About half oy
ce

ik the &
through he had heard John Henry driving steel, and haq ex SIStan
some difficulty

in waiting for a closer acquaintance with tieﬁzr;::f
iver; yet he 3 ;
:lvl;ter d:opping above the roof of the tunnel. %)

had been able to discover that what he heard y
as

It soon became clear, however, that his_ stories of Johp He
were confined to the death of the steel-driver as a result of tﬁ
drilling-contest and the subsequent escapades of his ghost 4
the tunnel. Mr. Anderson believes that a man by the name of Jo
Henry worked in the tunnel, and seems to think everybody else should
Like Mr. Evans, though, he was not at the tunnel while it was ypder
construction and knows only what he has heard about the steel-driyer

As respects the Henry tradition, Evans and Anderson are pogh
“positive” and “negative”, but perhaps would cause the classifjep
no great trouble. They accept certain parts of the tradition as factug
and regard certain other parts as “stories”. The investigator, therefon
who has a use for their beliefs about Henry must be on his guard §
avoid misrepresenting them, as seems to be the case in Dr. Johnson’s
report of Evans’ testimony. )

The same explanation can hardly be made in the case of Joh
Hedrick. %) Dr. Johnson says that Mr. Hedrick “did not work on t
tunnel”. The reaction of Mr. Hedrick to this statement is about
one might expect from a Confederate soldier after telling him thi
he was not in the Civil War. Mr. Hedrick insists that he began wit
the first gangs at Big Bend and stayed on the job until the tunne
was finished. He quotes Mr. Hedrick as saying, “I did not
contest myself, but I heard the men talking about it right a
took place.”” He fails to say where Mr. Hedrick was at the tim
the contest, or where he heard the men talking about it. And
important to know the meaning of right after it took place”. Follo
this expression in the testimony, Mr. Hedrick speaks in fterms
%::{” not in tem_ts’of days or hours. Mr. Hedrick, however, claims
that while the drilling-contest was taking place inside the tunnel be -
i up timber” to be used for arching, and heard Hﬂif .
hdmd""mﬂ' " in the contest. Dr. Johnson is also mlsm ‘
Henry died ‘ﬁ:?t:;mt “Mr. Hedrick could not say whether Joz '
did not” Mr. Hedri contest, although his impression was that B¢

ith emohart Gcarick is quite definite on the point, and does s
Henry did not die immediately after the drilling"

s on Whlcthr Am:lerscm,f r&eeutioned ﬂ

rick as authority in disposing o actual bash
Most in the tunnel. If Dr.infohnson had

. eems to expect the reader to DEIET

LI
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41 he would have made a diffe_rent report. Mr. Hedrick
A Ppsslb’l.: hhter's family with whom he lives in Hinton, W -
W\ his daug the interview was not held.

\ dalmo:h?ohnson, of course, will have his own explanation for these
: mp;ncies in the testimony he published from Big Bend. But he
:\\ $ill hardly find it ne?essary 'fo explain w,hy, afte_r quoting Neal Miller
! sing the word “contest’” for Henry’s drilling-contest, he states
as ‘tlhe following page that Mr. Miller “n-ever spoke of the episode
\\ °:a contest, but as a test’”’, ¥9) or to exp!am the variations in his two
N" a,intings of Mr. Miller’s report, the third and last of the series |
P examine in this studyz. . '
M. The first printing of this piece of testimony is easily accessible. 70)

\ The second is as follows:

This man, known as Neal Miller, told me in plain words how he had
come to the tunnel with his father at 17, how he carried water and drills
for the steel drivers, how he saw John Henry every day, and, finally, all
sbout the contest between John Henry and the steam drill.

‘When the agent for the steam drill company brought the drill here,
ssid Mr. Miller, ‘John Henry wanted to drive against it. He took a lot of
pride in his work and he hated to see a machine take the work of men
like him.

“Well, they decided to hold a test to get an idea of how practical the
steam drill was. The test went on all day and part of the next day.

‘John Henry won. He wouldn’t rest enough, and he overdid. He took
sick and died soon after that.’ [

Mr. Miller described the steam drill in detail. I made a sketch of it
and later when | looked up pictures of the early steam drills, I found
his description correct. [ asked people about Mr. Miller’s reputation, and
they all said, ‘If Neal Miller said anything happened, it happened.’ ™)

The first three quoted sentences of the second printing have no
near parallels in that of the first. The fourth quoted sentence of
the second is a statement of fact, and differs materially from the
uoted statement of this fact in the first printing:

Ist: “The test lasted over a part of two days.”

- 2d: “The test went on all day and part of the next day.”

of wnt differences in the facts stated and in the form
Pring The fifth and sixth quoted sentences of the second

>y h'&'*ltements of fact, and statements of these facts are

' first printing; but the two printings show no similarity
: seventh and last sentence quoted from Mr. Miller in
L is also a statement of fact, but differs from the
E -.b 'mn e ied f fever soon
| Mty gy emember . .. he took sick and died from

est Virginia,

fook sick and died soon after that”

F. p. 42
P8lly News, (Peb. 22, 1030), Welch, W. Va.
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_— 's death “from fever» : 4 06 fif
fied statement of Henry s ever” in _ g Iuﬂu
l:;:hcim?;:aha:: unqualified statement in the second, ang th = first # o],

N Cause Lo et '

death is omitted. _ — "y of s wﬂd

These are notable discrepancies in two printings of the ¢ gt 8%
report by the same editor. Does he mean to offer the ame ;

the correct testimony of Mr. Miller? f[i:nm o the
inting as 3 . ? Pe
.fg;onad t[;li‘lrl;t";%rsion not less correct than the other tww, %‘:‘:j :e e
designates the authentic one, however, nothing can be done by wat
of testing its keeping with the facts as Mr. Mxlle_r claims to know them
The materials Dr. Johnson uses seem less important in his handy
than his shifting point of view._ In 1920 Ahe prefers to believe in the
reality of John Henry, but is “not irrevocably wedded t this
position”.72) In 1930, without ac_:ldltfons to his bibliography of 100,
he is convinced of Henry’s reallfy, ) and for his stronger position
relies heavily on Mr. Miller’s testimony, the only one of the_ series in
question reproduced in this connegtlon. In its sepgnd printing he
prepares for his sweeping conclusion by the adqmot} of‘ new in-
formation such as John Henry “took a lot of pru'le in_ his work”,
“hated to see a machine take the work of men like him", and “wanted
to drive against it’”’, and by a general toning up of t’l’xe report by
omitting expressions such as “as well as | remember”, Moreover,
he changes the quoted statement, “If Neal Miller says it happened,
then it must have happened”,”) to a stronger one, “If Neal Miller
said anything happened, it happened”. g 7.
If E’)r. ]%hnsgg toned up data for a stronger pcsnhan_vghm‘ -'
became convinced in 1930 that Henry was real, in all prob
toned down the same data when he was “not irrevocably
this position” in 1929, possibly because he was not full
from his earlier spouse, his mythical John Henry of
misrepresentations of Evans and Hedrick weaken their
Henry’s reality: those only slightly affecting their ev
negatively, and some of them are more than
succeeds in taking Mr. Hedrick out of the pictur
of Mr. Hedrick’s correct report is about equal tc
the man he sets off as his important witness,
the mountain of negative evidence!” ) a mc
through manipulations under his system
“‘positive, negative, or indifferent”.
toward such a consummation, he
evidence “lean either way”. ") W
method ? \ )

it

If one assumes |
John Henry, ¢ ,

3 2

egro Work
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ly damning the steel-driver’s reali ) . :
and flc'liitb?jr::lc :):ot a little influence of the mythict;ﬁ :’}:;!:a::::tmprlgse’
llvllcc '::"guld know, ‘:jf SRS t:"'II Dr. Jfll:tnso?, befor 26.
027, ha examined the report o another i :

":::;clf a challenge to his myth, and might find th;;lv};::ti%z;?; ;:
lay his trump card by pubh.shlng‘a report in conflict o —
n"fol'(’w him, through an imposing line of Manipulations s

ltfm] ultimately to his testimony from Neal Miller ,

. . § his “Oﬂe m
against a mountain of negative evidence!” Possibly 'he understood a;

theoretical value of a single affirmative witness on :

!cfaséi::,lﬁted fact. Why, then, while joining the Talcott chg,-uzol?l:
Oraiscs of Mr. Miller’s reliability, did h_e destroy his testimony? Diq
he believe that one man could affect his relationship to his mythical
spouse ?  When he became convinced of Henryfs reality in 1930,
without additions to his bibliography of 1920,_ did he abandon hey
altogether? Should one regard such implications as |ess obvious ?

The hypothesis, at any rate, that Dr. Johnson deliberately set
out to destroy the evidence for John Henry as real would possibly
have to take into account his changes in “John Henry” texts, and
they can have no positive bearing on the matter, other than of course
in so far as they evidence his wider practices in establishing a thesis.
And, unfortunately, his earlier “objective studies” show the same
cultural practices as regards first-hand materials. On one page in
the first part of the book in which he created his mythical John Henry,
he offers the following lines brought more nearly up to date:

the ft

Goin’ 'way to leave you, ain’t comin’ back no mo’,
You treated me so dirty, ain’t comin’ back no mo’.

Where was you las’ Sattaday night
When I lay sick in bed?

“songs gathered two decades ago” and published

} 18)

For 1 goin’ 'way to leave you, ain’t comin’ back no mo’;
You treated me so dirty, ain’t comin’ back no mo'.

Where were you las’ Saturday night
I lay sick in my bed?

! Specimens, faster, syncopated, and “much more
L& suggest what one might find in his work if ﬁ
b equally specific as to his sources. It Mﬂm
know just what his collection was before his first

¥, however, he sa , in a review of Roark Bradford’s
“one rather luf:: to see one's favorite Amlh;
more new variants between the covers @

’ 19)
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« novel than it would in fifty years of normal fo)i &
(\‘t'};:n conclusion, then, does Dr. Johnson expect from agr:)e\?h‘ ") fvﬁ‘
his own work? At least the name John Henry in version A ‘:;w of 0 *ody
Cox’s “John Hardy” should not have caused him the trouble of al; _
' iry. ™
mquThc ,)nethOdS of Dr. Johnson seem clear enough, angd One
not urge an ulterior purpose on his part. That set forth in hig pr:fa'
to John Henry will take care of. his wark: “I conceive my missi:e
to be to bring together and co-ordinate as much actual folk materi:l
as possible.” That his apparatus, as §et up for such a purpose, i
not sufficient for handling historical evidence is too obvious, ang :!ne
need not ask how much of his collection he regards as “actya|
material”. One need not emphasize his failure to distinguish
folk materials and direct or first-hand testimonial data. His
perhaps, to avoid dullness should be taken into account. He states
in his preface that he is “not one of those who believe that folklope
studies must be dull in order to be scientific”. Yet he can handly
maintain that his methods are scientific.
He renewed his investigations in 1927, with the question: ¥
this John Henry tradition true? 1 do not consider this ques
any great importance.”’®?) In 1920 he concluded that the “
of whether the John Henry legend rests on a factual basis |
all not of much significance’.#) This position is about w
might expect after examining his methods, and ample charac
of his efforts in dealing with evidence for the existence
Henry. Why he steps aside to exploit such evidence when
that it is already in the hands of another investigator is les
Whatever his full purpose may be, his manipulations
destroyed the evidence of Henry’s connection with Big Bend TH
and the larger matter of Henry’s reality. b
At all events, in discussing the John Henry tradition Dr. J¢
is identified with two points of view, the mythical of Ge
the Carolinas and the factual of Big Bend Tunnel in We_si
The former he shares with Dr. Odum, and while ostensibly it
act of abandoning it welcomes Carl Sandburg to their camp.
latter, and the material for it, he seems to regard as R
property, and with marvellous liberality by way of invitat
::rt};‘e‘r researchers, and analyses for their guidance, has har
't great humility, and to the satisfaction of everybody.®)

all is said and done. h ko = but mi
ﬁ“ truth totally,” » however, | must insist that he “doth

:; The Nation, Oct, 7, 1931,

o Henry', p. 66(n). H ceding page ¢
e E lP;'aC""" A With tive mpovema.
. iohq :,“. ':P;‘z (ed. C. S. Johnson), p. 50.
BTN
Pouad. """HPIRO)‘;'H]L‘;%“ Ballad of Tradition C‘-AWR‘.

Elonasl :u."l{."' A ﬂ‘-‘ L. % Wimberly, Folk-Say.

. 41311,
o
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My purpost
Jll'l'-‘ll’\' h

is to throw more light on the John Henry tradition
e ad sufficient attention as a sacred thing. [ shall t';kc.
It i ccount its greater variety and wider diffusion. and present a

y - 2 ¢ . & . » e <
”mq-r body of material showing its connections with Big Bend Tunnel
Jat 1ts ‘
hrh Johnson has taken care of l.th p‘urtl_\ negative aspects in that
« 2 and 1 can confine myself mainly to the other side with yut
¢ 4 2 . s 2\ n ’ - - = >
ot regard for people who never saw or heard of the steel-driver
He will appear in this work Ih.{'!]lll’l]:l[l being, superior of course
but not without the common frailties of mankind.

. .

Jocality,

N




THE JOHN HENRY TRADITION

n Henry tradition is widely diffused and bely
folkﬁ};ctrjaghl"wer te}:lth,'to bums or gods as the reader may lik? K
may prefer variety, or intensity. The tradition is something 0! 3
index to both, smacks of the lu)ful"lously elerpental, a Pmd\gi;
reality, an articulation of what millions of toilers struggle t, %
press, on and off, in and out, by day and by mgl-'lt: It is not ‘ﬁh;
a ballad, a song: it is all of these ‘and more, a”hvmg thing, ang s
such cannot be fully presented. “John Henry”, now availapje :
nearly a hundred variants, 1)'15 the best expression of the tragit:.

Mr. Brown,?) who contributes a text of the ballad, writes m
Shanghai, China, that he has heard it in many places: (
I’'ve heard the song in a thousand different places, nigger extra ganes
hoboes of all kinds, coal miners and furnace men, river and wharf rats
beach combers and sailors, harvest hands and timber men. Some of them
drunk and some sober. It is scattered over all the states and some Pllcu
on the outside. I have heard any number of verses cribbed bodily from
some other song or improvised to suit the occasion... )
The opinion among hoboes, section men and others who sing the song
is that John Henry was a negro, ‘a coal black man’ a partly forgotten
verse says, ‘a big fellow’ an old hobo once said. He claimed to have
known him but was crying drunk on ‘Dago Red’, so I’m discounting
everything he said. I have met very few who claim to have known him.
There was a giant yellow negro with only one arm who helped to
put the Tennessee Central through the mountains between Nashville and
Rockwood, Tennessee. His name was John Henry and his thumb was said
to be as large as an ordinary man’s wrist. He could pick up a length
of the steel they were laying, straighten up, turn himself completely around,
still holding the rail, and lower it back into place.?) I am not claiming
this fellow as the original John Henry. He wasn’t anything above the
ordinary with a hammer.
This report shows more than a wide diffusion of the Henry
g/a:‘;tlz:; 5 ;hows son;eth.ing of its character, and raises the question,
i Jo - Henry? with a possible answer in a “coal black man”,
F ‘lrgh:c:l;: ’ torha “giant yellow negro”. o

unt, however, of the “giant yellow negro” alone 0

something definite for a test on this score, but h:g was a lifter, not

' hkp&od.lxnudﬂibli raph
= ﬁ :.“A." :l. dblemm‘ioa? Ps.ybimbwgh. he rail was 3
) Pﬂﬂl“ or a s . t
o T not & 100 o 105, hut l:ml:a.:n pwr::ll:’ledh.“ difficulty

5
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.driver. The large number of strong men, in one way of
stee anected with the Henry tradition, hardly justifies oV
mof‘twr":' this fellow as the original John Henry. He is tm;rc l";l‘:t
m mnst‘.i:tl:o:g man John Henry, colored”, of Tallega, Kentucky 11:
\ S

common report. “This John Henry it was

cterized DY said

chard » large hewn railroad ties at a time in loading fre: e
? carrlfl‘iothzg:ri];dga barrel of coal oil, boxes of dry »:.iklthl:;:!it::l k;::;:i
E%lH E:rr:l\: of salt.”?) The record fails to say how many arms this

all . had.

l-l 3, S [ll\le\:":g": Redwine reports another John Henry of that region, a
_ ler man in some respects:
hl‘h“ smaljohn Henry the steel driving champion was a native of Alabama and
!ﬁl‘ from near Bessemer or Blackton. This is no doubt the man in question
oy o s he died when I was just a boy and I have heard my uncle tell of his
ﬁ:*l exploits a number of times. The steel driver was between the ages of
H.‘? 45 and 50 years and weighed about 155 pounds. He was not a real black
. % man, but more of a chocolate color. He was straight and well muscled.
s For several years John Henry worked around the iron mining region
n‘ﬁ lab Later he became a steel driver and worked th
Ty of A ama. s 4 : ed on the Western
S & Atlantic, now the N. C. & St. 3 ﬁa!ao on the ff\(‘m[thIS & Charleston,
e pow the Southern from Memphis to Sallsbury, N. C. His fame #s a steel

driver grew each year and he was in great demand on every construction
job and drove steel on practically every road under construction during
his day. The Queen & Crescent was his last job.

He was well known to all the old contractors and when he had
Bnish?d a job he would walk thru the mountains to another, if he had
aetw hme.DHe finally landed at the Kings Mountain tunnel on the route

cen Danville, Ky., and Oakdale, Tenn., where h il hi
death. He drove steel for four years foin?hle v(vli;;—nnafi \;;:::!:mlff.lf.ll =

John Henry drove steel with a ten pound sheep-nose hammer with a
“!"h;hme switch handle four feet long. This handle was made slim

gE h:;': .th; hammer fitted on to a few inches back where it reduced

Inch in thickness, the width being five eights in this slim part.
¥as kept greased with tall it 1 '

o i allow to keep it limber and flexible, so as

ti“ :]ht hands and arms.
wo .

w‘:t l:tafmlll from five and one half feet to six feet from his steel
it w““h length of .hls ‘hammer. The handle was so limber
down, e o eld out straight the hammer would hang nearly half

s ninet:e steel from his left shoulder and would make a stroke
Making e hen and one half feet spending his power with all his
- u'ilalllmer 'mm." travel with the speed of lightning. He would

bt down oo | M shoulder and nearly the full length of the handle

N his back i 7 BAE TR
He o with the hammer against his legs just below
ﬂ Johy chry corlvc fen long hours with a never turning stroke.
\”;w, - Uld stand on two powder cans and drive a drill
Wt a5 he could drive it straight down - -with the

SIFE =2
S§zs7

Fiit

¥
&

fat
tyvine Enterprise (a weekly), Beattyville, Ky,
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same long sweep and rapidity of the hammer. He could pL}
can with feet together, toes even and drive all da aon 5

I':c was the steel driving champion of the Couzt,r;“:;dm::"l .D::ot
never been equalled. Fecorq e

There was a white man brought from some point neqr South
Tennessee, to work in the Kings Mountain tunne] who was l:'ll'txl.,.‘l
driver. | think his name was Duffin. They drove i ina P,
heading together. They were so far under the mountain that t‘:e oy
bad and stale. John Henry thought the Tennessee man WOuIdc '?'\'u
hole down first and became fatigued and fell. His last words wdnvg 3
me a cool drink of water before I die’. This was before the :re' .
of the tunnel. He was buried not far from the South end of t:emplethu
My Uncle Solomon Archilus Knox worked with him for two ...
years. This is what I have personally heard from my ungle Illd. hm
old men who worked there. The best I remember it was about 1880 whey
John Henry died..%)

At this point the account turns to the history of steam drins
with the statement, “At that time there were no steam drills o 5
an air or steam drill dependable and servicable for nearly m

8

after John Henry’s death” about 1880. Mr. Redwine ¢
examined Drinker’s work on steam drills and tunnelling, *) p
in 1878, for an account of the steam drill as a mechanical
long before that date, with its subsequent use in building tu
Kentucky. The line “Give me a cool drink of water bef
is found in several versions of “John Henry”, which is
of the drilling-contest between John Henry and the stes
which is connected with a different tunnel as this stud
Although the greater part of this report, showin
adaptation or localization from the Henry tradition, |
workman either real or imaginary as in the case of
mentioned, seems nearer fiction than fact,?) Mr. Redwir
port of a wide belief in a John Henry of that region.
writing from Florida, says: “John Henry was a
was told by my grandfather that he was born
out a little ways from Mobile, Alabama, and t
he did most of his steel driving, also Tennes:
West Virginia, adds: “My grandfather knew Joh

’ thdn pSPCbo ]k lm. . - : ==
enry 5. Drinker. Tunnelling, Explosiv

and Rock Drills. This work s :Jyﬂ %ﬂ oW |

') While Mr. Redwine’s account of the steel-d
much of the good thing, it is what might be
not mﬂhlnﬁ better, and much nearer correct
Kroesen drawing of im hammer and manner of
criptions of the weird contest given fo John
seel-driver ever handled his
Daily News Welch, W. l..’&'
ﬁ see the “Kewpie”' artist’s 'John Henry

FEAT
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M5, "’g@ THE BEREA QUARTERLYy
LN \ (Berea, Ky.), 14 (October, 1910): 26
r,_ﬁ':: \_g\ (N. 3). — Two stanzas only: —
\* “.0«‘: "John Hardy had a wife, a child,
A A wife and child had he;
\. N But he cared no more for his wife ang child
] ¢ Than he did for the fish in the sea.
?
‘Elﬁ. B 2\ He'd play cards with a white man,
o % He'd play cards with him fair,
fon a4 He'd play the hat right off his heaq.
NN:\‘ He’d play him for his hair »
My iy | BROWN, Literary and Historjcal
*Mé . lfag-i ife%ﬂ tu(r:é in North Association of North Carolina,
garoliﬂﬂ (reprinted from Dec. I-_2, 1914), p. 12. Listed as
L ' Ny . a lings and Addresses of the found in North Carolina,
b o % Fifteenth Annual Session of the
Lh u‘\
| *&
; ®,
‘ Nh JOHN HARDY.
.'I I'N (Version a.)
b (Communicated by Dr, H. S. Green, Charleston, W. Va. He obtained it from
= h': ExGov. W.A.McCorkle, who says he has known it about twenty years.)

1. John Hardy was a bad, bad man,
He came from a bad, bad land;
He killed two men in a Shawnee camp,

Cause he’s too damn nervy for to run, God damn!
Too damn nervy for to run.

2 John Hardy went to the rock quarrie,
He went there for to drive, Lord, Lord!
Was s0 hard and the stee] S0 soft,
That he laid down his hammer and he cried, ““Q my God!”
He laid down his hammer and he crieq.

3 Joh%gudy was standing on my right-hand side,

hammers on my left, Lord, Lord!
“Before I'q let the steamer beat me down,

I'd die with my hammer in my hand, by God!
I'd die with my hammer in my hand.

5 in her h‘and.

n the game, God damn!
count Johy Hardy in the snme."n

Y went 1o playing in the f card
Eame of cards,
POl was brokiy,
Bewnd (he oot 854, ho stayed, Lordy, L ord!

of nds to a diamond bob
he sy, Y oy :
%} It the whole

whole damn bill by God!™
bt the whole bill play - " P

~ ol 1., et o,
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Up stepped a leaceman, catched him by the arm,
Says, ““John Hardy, come and go with me, poor boy!
John Hardy, come and go with me.’ ’

7. Friends and relatives all standing round,
Crying, “John Hardy, what have you done, poor boy?
“I've murdered two men in the Shawnee camp, ’
Was too damn nervy for to run, God damn!
Now I'm standing on my hanging-ground.”

(Version b.)

(Communicated by Mr. E. C. Smith, Weston, Lewis County, who obtaineg it
from Miss Maude Rucks, Heaters, Braxton County.)

1. John Hardy was but three days old,
Sitting on his mamma’s knee,
When he looked straught up at her and said,
“The Big Bend Tunnel on the C. & O. Road
Is bound to be the death of me,
The Big Bend Tunnel on the C. & O. Road
Is bound to be the death of me.”

2. John Hardy was standing in a dice-room door,
‘taking any interest in the game,
Whem a yellow girl threw ten dollars on the board,
Saying, *‘Deal John Hardy in the game, poor boy!
Deal John Hardy in the game.”

Iehnw drew his pistol from mpocket,
~ And | it down on the tray,

tookhimbythc 4
'q;eandgowiﬂ:ma.poorhoy
 with me.”
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“I've been to the E;:st and I've been to th
B tavatind this wide world roung. © " st
I've been to the river and P’ye been baptizeq.
Wy And now I'm on my hangi

: Sing-ground, Q [ opgr
And now I'm on my hangmg—g:round.

9. “I don’t care a damn for the C. & O.
" AndI don’t care a damn what |
I don’t care a snap for the police ™
But they let John Hardy get away, poor boy!
| They let John Hardy get away, -

Road,
say;

(Version c.)

icated by Mr. Lee C. Wooddell, Durbin, Pocahontas County, wh
mﬁ;‘gﬂ‘;‘gﬁ Mr. Ernie Wright, Hosterman, Pocahontas County ) §
0

1. John Hardy he was two years old,
Sitting on his mother’s knee:
“The Big Ben Tunnel on the C. & 0. Road
Is going to be the death of me, poor boy,
Is going to be the death of me, poor boy.”

2. John Hardy went into a Wild West show,
Playing at a fifty-cent game:
oever wins my fifty cents,
I'm going to biow out his brains, poor boy!
I’m going to blow out his brains, poor boy.”

1

3. John Hardy laid down a twenty-dollar bill,
And he didn’t ask for change:
I want is a forty-four gun
To blow out another nigger’s brains, poor boy!
To blow out another nigger’s brains, poor boy!”

4. John Hardy went to New Port,
Expecting to be free.
detective patted him on the back:
“John Hardy, g0 along with me, poor boy!
John Hardy, go along with me, poor boy!”

(3

“T've been to the East, I've been to the West,
d I've been all over the world;
I've been to the river to be baptized,
But I'm on my hanging-ground, poor boy!
But I'm on my hanging-ground, poor boy!

John Hardy had » pretty little wife,
¢ Xept her dressed in blue.
When heard that John was dead, :
ardy, I've been true to you, poor boy!
John Hardy, I've been true to you, poor boy!

LT e { Version d.)

: & Joba B, Adkins, Branchland, Lincoln County, who
. + 41 old banjo-player.)




(Communicated by Mr. E. C. Smith, Weston, Lewis County, It was written @
m%muﬂ.m W. Va., who learned it from heas
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. John Hardy he was a desperate man,
He roved from town to town,
Saying, *“The man that wins my money this ti
I'm going to blow his life away, .
And lay him in his lonesome grave.”

. John Hardy was standing in the dice-room door
He was not concerned in the game; 3
Rozella threw down one silver dollar,
Saying, “Deal John Hardy in the game.lpo()r boyps
Saying, “Deal John Hardy in the game. ;

. John Hardy threw down one half-dollar,
Saying, “One half of this I'll play,
And the man that wins my money this time,
I'm going to blow his life away,
And lay him in his lonesome grave.”

. John Hardy was making for the station that night,
It was so dark he could hardly see;
A policeman took him by the arm,
Saying, “John, won’t you come and go with me, poor boy!
John, won't you come and go with me?” )

. Every station they passed through,
They heard the qgople say,
“Yonder goes John Hardy making his escape,
John Hardy is getting away, poor boy!
John Hardy is getting away.’

. They brought John Hardy out before the judge,
And bond they offered him:
No bond was allowed a murderen man,
So they put John Hardy back maﬂ, poor boy!
They put John Hardy back in j

. John Hardy's wife went mourning along,
Went mourning along in blue,
Saying, “O John, what have you done!
I’ve always been true to you, poor boy!
I've always been true to you.’

( Version e.)

his community.)

1. John was a little farmer boy,

= | F
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1 John Hardy's mother ran up to him,
o Saying, ‘‘Son, what have you done?”
“1 murdered a man in a Chinese camp,
&, And now I'm sentenced to be hung, poor boy!
And now I'm sentenced to be hung.’

n Hardy’s father went to the judge,
'hh” A doh saying)f “What do you think willgbe done?”
The judge he answer with a quick reply,
“I'm afraid John Hardy will be hung, poor boy!
I'm afraid John Hardy will be hung.”

A 5. John Hardy was standing in a dice-room door,

He didn’t have a nickel to his name:

Along came a yaller gal, threw a dollar on the board,

Saying, ““Deal John Hardy in the game, poor boy!”

gy Saying, “Deal John Hardy in the game.’
6. John Hardy was standing in a railroad-station,

O oy As drunk as he could be:
. A policeman came up and took him by the arm,

“John Hardy, come along with me, poor boy!
John Hardy, come along with me.”

7. “Oh, who will shoe your pretty little feet,

. And who will glove your hands,

And who will kiss your sweet rosy lips,
When I’m in a foreign land, poor boy!
When I’m in a foreign land?”’

8. “My father will shoe my pretty little feet,
My mother will glove my hands;
John Hardy will kiss my sweet rosy lips,
When he comes from a foreign land, poor boy!
When he comes from a foreign land.

9. John Hardy married a loving wife,
And children he had three:
He called to him his oldest son,
Saying, “Son, make a man like me, poor boy!”
Saying, “Son, make a man like me.’

10. John Har married a loving wife
&Meﬂmmmm: '
A
s$in om o e seq, r boy
Mthlmchlntlwbotlomof the sca.'Poo

=~ The followin ““Hardy worked for the
.'~ o‘fol me t: Shawnee (ll"c;‘al lﬁ’ogl 3)'.. :‘n‘: r::
mmer 918 b y-day night e

Knox Smith, o Nw; g:lp game over a dispute of

. ‘chnmu twonty-five cents. Before the
W43 present at the game began, he laid his pistol on
8 the execution of the table, saying to it, ‘Now I
want you to lay . and the first
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steals money from me,
kill him.’ Abv;utl
inight he began to lose, anc
:.‘ll].“l‘llluti that one of the Negroes
had taken twenty-five cents of his
The man denied the
charge, but gave him the UIJIOIIHi:
whereupon he said, ‘Don't you
know that 1 won’t lie to my gun?
Thereupon he seized his pistol and
shot the man dead. .

“After the crime he Md
around the Negro shanties and in
the mountains a few days, until
John Effler (the sheriff) and John
Campbell (a deputy) caught him.
Some of the Negroes told them
where Hardy was, and, slipping
into the shanty where he was
asleep, they first took his shotgun
and pistol, then they waked him
up and put the cuffs on him.
Effler handcuffed Hardy to
himself, and took the train at
Eckman for Welch. Just as the
train was passing through a
tunnel, and Effler was taking his
prisoner from one car to another,
Hardy jumped, and took Effler
with him. He tried to get hold of
Effler’'s pistol; and the sheriff
struck him over the head with it,
and almost killed him. Then he
unhandcuffed himself from
Hardy, tied him securely with
ropes, took him to Welch, and put
him in jail.

“While in jail after his
conviction, he could look out and
we the men building his scaffold;
and he walked up and down his
cell, telling the rest of the

E.uomn that he would never be
ng on that scaffold. Judge H. H.
, who had defended

nigger that
1 mean to

money.

It’s a dobro.

baptized. Evans said he would as
soon baptize him as he would a
white man. Then they let him put
on a new suit of clothes, the
guards led him down to the Tug
River, and Evans baptized him.
On the scaffold he begged the
sheriff’s pardon for the way he
had treated him, said that he
intended to fight to the death and
not be hung, but that after he got
religion he did not feel like
fighting. He confessed that he had
done wrong, killed a man under
the influence of whiskey, an
advised all young men to n\'Olt
gambling and drink. A &8
throng witnessed the hanging.
“Hardy was black as a CTO""
over six feet tall, weighed lb‘:;
two hundred pounds, raw-bonew
and had unusually long arms. o
came originally from @w
Sestern  Virginia and had P
family. He formerly bc;:“
steel-driver, and was about

iuu ol‘b“ot m“-':‘:
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+d to hang. It is said that
ggnlsm.ftrﬂn!‘t. his cegi! could see men
Ha,-r]d)i(n g the scaffold on which he
bu 4 be hanged and that the
woudeﬂme d man swore he would
c'::er suffer that kind of death.
'Jlu dge H. H. Christian, who had
jefended Hardy, visited him in
) and advised him not to kill
imeelf or compel the officers to

but to prepare for his

— —m——

R
rdy nry
M!ohad worked

coal camp Ta which
" place as
vhat i “Dich corresponds
hﬂm about the
¥y dyo }IOWBVB[,
o d man is

ese and

Vol. \(.\\“ P.- 505, and in
doclpral dissertation - Jl‘-lh"!
H:u_'rmg_ton Cox in the 'iir\:l-n
University Library. i
Th; following order for the
e€xecution of John Hardy is on tlt

at the court house in Welch:
“This day came again the S

State

by her attorney and the P?isoric?

}vho stands convicted of murder

In the first degree was again

e
| ———

—

NRY: A FOLK-LORE STUDY

Study by Louis W. Chappell
1 by permission of the author.
page to page 482

[ — —

brought to the bar of the Court in
custody of the Sheriff of this
County; and thereupon the
Prisoner being asked by the Court

if anything he had or could say

why the Court should not proceed
to pass sentence of the law upon
m in accordance with the
verdict of the jury impanelled in
this cause, and the Prisoner saying
nothing why such sentence should
not be passed upon him by the
Court; Ilt, is therefore considered
by the Court that the Prisoner
John Hardy, is guilty as found by
the verdict of the jury herein and
that the said John Hardy be
hanged by the neck until he is
dead, and that the Sheriff of the
County, on Friday the 19th day
of January 1894, take the said
John Hardy from the jail of the
County to some suitable place to
be selected by him in this County
and there hang the said John
Hardy by the neck until he is
dead, and the prisoner IS
remanded to jail.” :
JOHN HARDY. Sheel music,
Flie Siegmeister.
ﬂm;%sl‘;(l:lrt?;'. BRING THE JUG
'ROUND THE HlL:\.. Single
JOrC inger Brothers,
mu.'lrg'lll"lfscgl\nu Jeraldine, known

" " born n v.uey
as “Jerry w:,:.u..u-dun““"
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PREFACE

ey’ folk-lore figure, e.specia.lly in the American black belt and
regions, John Henry is having a somewhat varied development,
porder htfully belongs to the rock-tur!nel gangs, the hand-drillers of
but gntier- He is the great steel-driver, and as natural man flings
e elf, in @ moment .of tnumpl:l, against the machine of the industrial
him! * 'fter the Civil War. Like Paul Bunyan, he does impossible
per® put, unlike him, he often does them unassumingly. Thus he
ar evolution, to the reductio ad absurdum of
_greater metamorphosis has achieved diverse
ions, some of them superhuman, perhaps,

of the factual material that lies behind
s engaged the attention of several scholars,
g variety of results. For the most part,
in one way or another. John Henry
ohn Hardy, another popular character

thout due regard for the tradition itself,
or abandoned altogether. Presumably as
e has had some attention; but, more
e of an objective treatment, a cloud
d his more human qualities. Whether

ata, seems necessary.

ten years ago when this study began John Henry
d at various points in the South, I was the first
le region of his activity, as indicated by the
~then, with more than intermittent attention, I
 trail from the Great Lakes to the West Indies,
dly visited what seemed to be the most significant
_-li some of the minor results of these investigations
. in the learned periodicals, the larger aspects of the
“S 10 require the space of a monograph. _

S wibutors to this study are many, scattered far and wide.
Lo € to remember them, but they are too numerous to
g Ml for helpful suggestions are also due to Dr. Jph_n
y 4 Dr. Walter Wadepuhl, my colleagues in West Virginia

L W.C

e C II's John Henry is reproduced here
¥om the origingl. In order to facilitate use of
X, the original pagination has been retained.




INTRODUCTION

Interest in the John Henry tradition dates back to 190 th
Louise Rand Bascom published, from western North Carci € year
lines of “John Henry”:1) na, ty,

Johnie Henry was a hard workin’ man,
He died with his hammer in his hand ®?),

Along with this fragment, Miss Bascom contributed a vers;

«John Hardy”,?) the ballad of a Negro murderer and outlaw h:n of
in southern West Virginia near the turn of the century. In Octong:,d
1910, two stanzas of “John Hardy” from Kentucky appeared i
Berea Quarterly, and the fi ing vear | . in

JORS and

mentioned as current in that Henry” “Joh
Hardy’f’t.\;) Iln _!Qlﬂ-,, Perrow | of the John Henry
“John Henry” from K e .. of
addedate:xt o

Addresses of the 15th
and Historical Asso”
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t of the state. McCorkle characterized John Hardy
_\? kind heart, Very strong, pleasant in his address, vyet
. a drunkard, and a fierce fighter”, a sort o

i : ount combines i s e
character. ™) T;“Sha:cof e outl = ‘thg radition of the steel-driver
]ohrl Henry an tha € outiaw and murderer lohn Hardy

------

Following the lead of McCorkie’s ballad text and hears:

 Cox, in 1919, accepted John Henry as John h:_uhk‘h'i: “;
. dentified as the Negro murderer hanged at Welch, West Virginia
" in 1894, and treated the Henry ballad and song as belonging to

Hardy. Among the tlTings that appealed to Dr. Cox as significant
s this body of material were “the two groups of facts in Hardy's
e ing respectively about the dates 1872 and 1894, which furnish
e & lei for three types of ballad as to content: (a) John Hardy.

) the steel-driver; (b) John Hardy, the steel-driver and the murdered:
> (© John Hardy, the mnrdt?rer". 12) By 1925 he had succeeded in
3 bringing together nine versions of his “John Hardy”, and in that
1 :_-1':"’_" h mm of jOhn Henry and john Hardy as the

7 he answered objections to his thesis with a
ation of the subject,*) and the following year

s the treatment of “John Henry”

ﬁﬂr Cox’s “John Hardy”,'?) stanzas
1 dE,andi'ﬂobeelongto:j::g
y, however, appears in stanzas

Y ns; bupt',nlince the two ballads

texts, and since the names Henry

L, XXX, 905 11
O% Journal, XXXII, %5520
g8 of the §

ALLT 'a u.,%}a, p. 11511,

ks of the Sou
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and Hardy appear together in A, one is disposed tq '
This text, though, comes from Knott C, O accept
and the two ballads seem not to be greatly Cl:lnfll*-i‘e;junt.‘-
It appears, mOoreover, that Dr. Combs contributed tl:n that State
Folk-Songs of the South, and then published Ne ballag
same year as ‘‘John Henry, The Steel-Driving Man"lt h_‘mself the
name John Hardy occurring in it.'*) Such a signiﬁc‘;1 Without ¢,
on the part of two noted ballad scholars in handling mm“t_ difference
would seem to call for an examination of the texts thmon Materiy)
relative to this study. ; €Y Ppublisheq
Their two printings of H have additional v i :
Dr. Cox uses the name “John Henry” for D.-_dm,“}ft directiop,
line 1 of stanza 2, “&” for Dr. Combs’ “and” in line 3 J;’hnny" in
and omits Dr. Combs’ “that” in line 4 of stanza 9. Furtho Stanam ),
failure of Dr. Cox to continue his use of ‘“etc.” beyouflmm' the

then

together in H. |
K Entu‘:k\_

, I| _ @‘! It.‘..u.l'o

- ”

-
¥ ~ NSRS
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1e latter’s ballad collection is still in manuscript form
examination of their practices in handling such

Dr. Cox can be tested on that score. His
‘that of his nine “John Hardy” texts
usive, in 1919, and that before this
two printings, one by Dr. Cox
l(ﬁh’edec in 1913. Four

I\ 4

\ Stanza 6, line 4:

\‘ Combs: O come back home, babe, O come back home

\ Cox: Oh, come back home, babe, come back home

) differences are significant, and seem to belong to differen

t I:;?;ns of “The Yew Pine Mountains”, but Mr. Woofter :ii.":xt”

N\ be an individual source. _

™ What is the explanation of these discrepancies in common

S. material in the hands of these two editors? Are those in the
“John Henry” text to be accounted for on the ground that Dr. Combs

!x farnished Dr. Cox a copy different from that he used in his own

r work? Are those in “The Yew Pine Mountains™ text to be accounted

' for on the ground that Mr. _Woof'ter varied his copies of the same

:~ version of the song? Possibly the editors were using different

4 versions of the ballad and song and their variations can be explained

3 in that way. Their editorial notes throw no light on the matter, and

R the answer must come from Dr. Combs and Mr. Woofter.

: e fact that the former has not published his texts the second

Dr, 1015, are much alike, and
-o'!gl'gg.l:oth by gr Cox, are lllliﬂ'llﬁk:‘
wo words. The word “answer’ in Iin‘s of
919 is “answered” in that of 1925, ”and ‘pll.
8 90" i that of 1025, with “answer” and “O'
ings. ‘I am" in lines 4 and 5 of stanza 3
ted into “I'm” in those of the later
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What is the explanation of thcs_c dliscrcpancics In the y
single editor? Does their character |nd1‘c.jnc a return to the f’ﬂf of ,
of 18th century ballad scholars, a modified form of de‘.eli PTactice,
accretion? Or can they be explained on other groungs: 'Fmem by
disposed to find that Dr. Cox has had his hand in matter ;‘Q_n:.f
his province. Very probably some of them are typographica oM
and others may have resulted from confusions in handling ae"l""-n..
number of manuscripts, possibly during years when he was m_enar a
with other work. His confusion, in this connection, of “C, E Smithaf?.d
for E. C. Smith, “E. C. Sparrow” *) for E. C. Perrow, ang N )
Work-A-Day Songs”#) for Negro Workaday Songs Pos:;!larlq
shows too great reliance on memory. Such variations, howeyer .
his two or more printings of these texts seem to render unneceséa::
the inquiry Dr. Guy B. Johnson states that he made of Dr. (g
concerning the appearance of the name John Henry in stanza 3 o
version A. %) : e : '

 the earlier two is contracted int0
* in line 3 of stanza 5 in

0. The most signi canthdlﬁszﬁ?gﬁ

rlier and the two later printings is the a

nza 6 of the printing of 1025 and 1019, but 10

irginia gsﬂ}"iﬁfﬂ'l,',;ﬂnirnal and Educator XLtl’\;

ournal, XXVI, 180. XXXII, 518; Folk-Songs

XXXI, 513,

". | 2 "P-.l_sq,
20, ‘- 218) accipts Covs opine?

only-
w thn Hl.t:fy ‘aate of
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&
-

B

b 0

dh*l 1025, the year Dorothy Scarbo
g R In Y49, B J Scarborough

lng ?\ cussion Dr. Coxs'treatment of the Heﬂr}'gandac‘:?:éq Without gis.
-y, one, Dr. Combs objected, and explained for “John i“*fen\rxt"mdmnm e

chanson ... Le recit dans John Hen ry est en ‘€S de la méme

7

Rrement gate
\ I"‘) Two years later Dr. Gordon called attention 1o the d:f: différent.” =)
t‘i\# the two ballad heroes, and added that their SONgs are hmtl'?u“lj between
. ~ e > N 1 L e SN
iﬁ. confused by the singer”. He characterized Harq, e _fn_‘_;:‘--*!mh_n
:~ 4 chr}' a gOOd‘natUI'Ed, almOSt lO\'able Steel-dr]\ln'u I;] .‘n.l..‘_yr\_cr;ld“‘
= <) The

&
7o

following year Dr. White agreed to the separation o
Hardy traditions. 3) Theseb-investigators or}ar;;;ﬂl;r‘
added little or nothing to what was already know
andmade no great effort to. e i tlu.T about

1 use of Henry material as that )y Cox lrt’tel more
_\ﬁmﬁ_wmposite John Hal‘d_y, R ad made
\ Henr ’g'ue, Dr. Johnson, published in 1926
Henry” and four of the Henry song, and wer
t John Henry was of ser FroviacBlihe
i e : Separate origin and
John Hardy story in West Virginia.”
and Ueorgia to up any bio-
a 3&. i }th__ey concluded that
did not satisfy Dr. Johnson
ﬁethmd my in-
the Chesapeake a hio Railway
_his inquiries, culminating in a change
k for the hero and a shift in point of
Tm strength of this new information,
Tunnel are so intimately connected
1, #) and prefers “to believe that (1) there was
named John Henry at Big Bend Tunnel, that (2)
 a steam drill in a contest of the practicability of
: (3) he probably died soon after the contest.” *)
ongs du Midi des Etats-Unis, p. 104
tmﬁ New Yl(:)rk”':‘ién es, June 5i8‘1;9§7.
s€fican Negro Folk-Songs, p. .
. % _LﬂW. Odurg and Guy B. Joﬁnsonl.: Negro Workaday
- lma a 19- ':;:s :ggof't ({? nmy i:'ltr}{k there fell into ﬂtle
| l g lleqlcr ui'riﬂcn tlhe report ut}' p;'%‘.:r:i o g.:?:lct)
1700 g m of investigati Ny
,’“ %"“ { Pill:rli;ll:; "ain :ll:lr.' University of North Caro l'l:l.
ol . - . ..

the Henry and
balladry in the

g =
'P‘ -~

X} t
Johnson's only acknowledgement: *l WB::%C!I. tlo kwno:v

made John Henry famous at Big d
Ans ey who wé'rc lraillngy ohn Henry there _b-dur"ml :;:;\i:
il ™ Menry, po M (n). It would be interesting

" Hen
P ut.,o p. 20

.

4%
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aking this new point of view, however, Dr. Johnso
saysh;h:lt heg began in February, 1926, “to- pursue the idegl t[;atm:"q-
Big Bend Tunnel was the place of origin of the John ~ the
tradition.” %) What he means by_the expression ‘o Pursuee“;""
idea” is not altogether clear, but his treatment of John H oy te
myth from investigations elsewhere as already shown, ang b 1
ment at the time, several months after February, 1026, ... -da::.
enough: .
Prof. J. H. Cox traces John Henry to a real person, john o
Negro who had a reputation in West Virginia as a steel driver 3ng ;h:
was hanged for murder in 1894. We are inclined to believe that R
Henry was of separate origin and has become mixed with the ),

Hardy story hw

e -
'-'*..‘!..;u-;*-f e Y

‘material would seem {0
disregard of my I_er“lgh’b‘

the attention of reade™
investigator’s p_nont_y
thout reference in this




THE JOHN HENRY HAMMER SONG

A

Mrs. Sidney Wilson, Mianehaha Springs. @
Wilson obtainedthiversionﬁ‘miuhdhp,g‘
construction camps in the South

Thiloldllanu,--ﬂ,
WL"H;

if
E

Ain’t no hammer, - - huh,
In these mountains, - - huh;
Ain’t no hammer, - - huh,
In these mountains, - - huh;
Rings like mine, - - huh,

Take this hammer, - - huh,
And give it to the walker, - - huh;

Take this llamuu,--hh,

And give it to the walker, - - huh;

Take this hammer, - - huh,

And give it to the walker, - - huh; ’
For Pm goin’ home, - - huh.
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08
I told Hattie, - - huh,
To make her dress a little longer, - - huh:
I told Hattie, - - huh,
To make her dress a little longer, - - huh;
1 told Hattie, - - huh,
To make her dress a little longer, - - huh:
A -showin’ of her laig, - - huh.
' v 5
Vy &
MQ Newton Redwine. Mr. Redwine says: “John Henry had no regular

ong to sing as he worked, but it seems that the following was his favorite
;nd pefore his death”” The Beattyville Enterprise, Beattyville,

Ky., Feb. 1, 1929.
I have hammered
Four long years
With this old hammer

I have hammered
On the W & A

I have hammered
On the old M & C
I have worked
Onthe C& S

The hammer am a ringin’
And the steel am a singin’
Pll put the hole

On down boys

Put the hole on down

This old hammer
Killed John Scott
It will never kill me

Hammer am a ringin’
Steel am a singin’

Pll put the hole

On down boys

Pll put the hole

On down - hut - hut - hut

Hut - hut - hut
Pll put the hole on down
Pll put the hole on down

This old hammer
Has killed John Scott
It will never kill me
Hut - hut - hut

Pll put the hole on down, boys
Pl put the hole on down




John Hardy \

HARDY, John. The popular
song “John Hardy” without
doubt had its origin and @
development in West Virginia. The
hero of this modern ballad was a
Negro, whose prowess and fame
are sung far and wide among his
Oown race, and to a less extent
among white folk. No written or
printed statements concerning
him are known to exist except an
order in the courthouse at Welch,
McDowell County, W. Va., for his
€xecution. However, the
statements hereinafter given are
believed to be thoroughly reliable.

In a letter dated Charleston, %
W. Va, Feb. 16, 1916, addressed
to Dr. H. S. Green of that city
and written by the Hon. W.
McCorkle, governor of
Virginia from 1893 to 1897,
occurs the following: — ‘

“He [John Hardy| was a steel-d
and was famous in the beginning of t
building of the C. & O. Railroad.
was ‘a‘fso 4 steel-driver in the begin

Ty Y W
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to Dr. H. S. Green of that city,
and written by the Hon. W. A.
McCorkle, governor of West
Virginia from 1893 to 1897,
occurs the following: —

“He [John Hardy|] was a steel-driver,
and was famous in the beginning of the
building of the C. & O. Railroad. He
was also a steel-driver in the beginning
of the extension of the N. & W.
Railroad. It was about 1872 that he
was in this section. This was before the
day of steam-drills; and the drill-work
was done by two powerful men, who
were special steel-drillers. They struck
the steel from each side; and as they
struck the steel, they sang a song which
they improvised as they worked. John
Hardy was the most famous
steel-driller ever in southern West
Virginia. He was a magnificent
specimen of the genus Homo, was
reported to be six feet two, and
weighed two hundred and twenty five
or thirty pounds, was straight as an
arrow, and was one of the most
handsome men in the country, and, as
one informant told me, was as ‘black as
a kittle in hell.’

""Whenever there was any
spectacular performance along the lines
of drilling, John Hardy was put on the
Jjob; and it is said that he could drill
more steel than any two men of his
day. He was a great gambler, and was




John Hardy Vs. John Henry

)Y, John 11 .
-nfuuq‘ljnhn Hardy Iglr:l”lz;)llilti
| Ha '
bt had Il?. u” jin ane
velopment in West V ﬁud , Fhe

' s modern ba /
m.:_}!\::::nsc prowess and tugliz
sung far and wide al‘l‘mngt us
n race, and to 4 less _ex e

olk. No written or

ang white | wrtten
ated statements concerning

e known to exist except an
‘e:um the courthouse at Welclll,
Dowell County, W. Va., for his
scution. However, the
ements hereinafter given are
eved to be thoroughly reliable.
In & letter dated Charleston,
Va., Feb. 16, 1916, addressed
Dr. H S. Green of that city,

written by the Hon. W. A.
~orkle, governor of West
inia from 1893 to 1897,
irs the following: —

He |John Hardy | was a steel-driver,

was famous in the beginning of the
bng of the C. & O. Railroad. He
5o 2 steel-driver in the beginning
e extension of the N. & W

oad It was about 187 .
;m‘ wction. This 2 that he

papular

notorious all through the County
his luck in gambling. To the dusky

all through the country, he Was :f]:
‘greatest ever,” and he was admireq gy

beloved by all the Negro wome f, 4
the southern West Virginia line ¢ the
C. & O. In addition to this, he coulq
drink more whiskey, sit up all Nigh
and drive steel all day, to g 8reatet
extent than any man ever known jp, th:
country.

“The killing in which he magde his
final exit was a ‘mixtery’ between
women, cards, and liquor; and i was
understood that it was more of a fight
than a murder. I have been unable to
find out where he was hung, but.have
an idea that it was down in the
southwest part, near Virginia; but | am
not positive about this. In other words
his story is a story of one of the
composite characters that so often
arise in the land, — a man of kind
heart, very strong, pleasant in his
address, yet a gambler, a roue, a
drunkard, and a fierce fighter.

“The song is quite famous in the
construction-camps; and when they are
driving steel in a large camp, the
Frowess of John Hardy is always sung,

enclose you some verses which are in
addition to the ones you sent me. Of
course, you understand that all this
about John Hardy is merely among the
Negroes. I cannot say that the John
Hardy that you mention was hung i
the same John Hardy of the song; but
It may be so, for he was supposed to be
in that vicinity when he last exploited

mself. He was never an employee
the C. & O. He was an em loyee of
Virginia contractors, . ?l Mason &
Co., and the Langhorn Company."”

Mr. Ernest 1. Kyle, a former
Mudent of west  Virginia
University, - whoge homh& at

¥ f();

.“Ib uJ whom | asked
to e Peords of the trial and a0




Jnother Negro over a cra
ghawnee Camp. This plage g?smio::
gnown as Eckman, W. Va. (the name
of the P.0.). The Shawnee Coal
Company was and 1is located there
Hardy was tried and convicted in the
July term of the McDowell Count
Criminal Court, and was hanged nea);
'the'C(i)lurthhouse on Jan. 19, 1894. While
in jail, he composed a son '
‘John Hardy,’ I;md sung i% Z?ltlttl;d
scaffold before the execution. He we
baptized the day before the executi .
The last information I got from WIO'II'L
Tabor, who was deputy clerk of the
Criminal Court at the ti al
and is now engaged is (t:;n]}le ko i
There is no record of t}llxc; tiilla%lnft:‘e.ll-l v
Hardy in the courthouse. M OTOhn
mforn_ls me that there is o rocal
the trial in existence. Th petagee.
could find of <" e only thing I
order for Jonn [1-r (ti:o,urthouse. was the
y’'s execution.”

The order is as follows: —
State of W. Va. .

Vs.
John Hardy.
Felony,

Bes This 4 |
he Y cam =
Staw 2 A0IIM¢ ln: Th the State by

o WRLE L o s
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the waes L e .
find at the courthouse was the

ﬁgg for John Hardy’s execution,”
The order is as follows: —
State of W. Va.
Vs,
John Hardy.
Felony.

This day came again the

her attorney and tﬁ:a Prisor?é?te l]iy
stands convicted of murder in th first
degree was again brought to the g o
the Court in custody of the Sh it of
this County; and thereu Oelslnff <
Prisoner being asked by thepC g
anything he had or could s o
Court should not proceed a:y s
sentence of the 1 - tl}e
= : aw upon him in

cordance with the verd j
il;n_panelled in this ?:Ial,:gg Ofailh(? Jltlll'-ly
risoner sayi ' ’ X
. Shgllﬁ(% nothing why such
e not be passed upon
i . fi) Court; It is therefore
e Johny the Court that the
b the veo:. Hardy, is guilty as found
that the .. c;ct of the jury herein and
B ok u1 John Hardy be hanged by
Sherift of ntil he is dead, and that the
19th s the County, on Friday the
i Jor, of January 1894, take the
County 1, Hszfdy from the jail of the
'&ﬂc d by hlll::: Suitable place to be
me: hang the sai(;nj this County and
- untif ohn Hardy by the

¢

e 4

wing statement was
« W. T, Tabor to Mr.




H J. Grossman, principal
High School at Welch, and by |
forwarded to me.

“John Hardy: Negro, about fo
years of age; black in 0010}';
Virginia; worked as miner W
coal-fields; had no family as know
killed another Negro in a crap gam
over 75 cents; another Negro name
Guggins helped him escape and tried &€
wrest gun from sheriff to shoot, but
both men were captured and returne¢
to Welch. Guggins was given a life term
for attempt to kill sheriff. N

“Hardy hung in ’94 in preser t
courthouse yard, though not such at
the time. At time of execution son

1€

white man in the crowd started a panic
by yelling, ‘O Lordy! O Lordy
Officers had to jail some twenty-five |
thirty men before execution cou
safely be concluded. Hardy lies buri

N Wood e
Welch > mont addition to t0-‘_ ;
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the State by
risoner who
¢ in the first
to the bar of
he Sheriff of
reupon  the
the Court if
say why the
i to pass the
pon him in
ct of the jury
se, and the
 why such
passed upon
1s therefore
irt that the
ity as found
¥ herein and
be hanged by
-and that the

in Woodmont addition to town
Wwelch.” -

The statement of R. EJ
Johnson, constable, who helped
arrest Hardy, as compiled by Mr.
Charles V. Price, shorthand
reporter at Welch, W. Va., from a
conversation between Johnson
and Judge Herndon, was sent to

me in the early part of the year
1917. It follows: —

“lI was at Keystone the morning
that Hardy killed this fellow, but I
couldn’t tell you the fellow’s name
now. They were shooting craps at
Shawnee camp, and he was
crap-shooting, and Webb Gudgin was
behind a rock with a Winchester, and it
is supposed that if Hardy didn’t get the
man that he was there with a
Winchester to get him. After he was
killed they sent to Keystone, and me
and Tom Campbell went down there to
search the camps; and while we were
searching the camps they said, “Yonder
they go, down the road!” and we got
on the railroad and followed them to
the old bridge below Shawnee, and
they turned up the hollow, and I says,
We will follow them up there.” Tom
says, ‘No, we can’t follow them in the
woods; they have got a Winchester, as
__ a gun as we have got.” So we went

and decided to watch the trains.
Me and some one, I think it was
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yillon, was watching Northfork
:::3::.[ 'il‘hcy got on the train at
Grover, and they got them; and when
they went to han cuff Hardy, Gudgin
was walking through the coaches. and
every one went out to get Gudgin, and
he made to jerk John off the train; but
John held to him till they got the train
stopped, and they sent a colored fellow
back there to help him, and they put
him on the train and brought him back
to Keystone. George Dillon and I took
charge of him. John wasn’t able to stay
up. We took charge of them and
guarded them that night, and they
come and threatened to lynch him, and
we said they couldn’t come up there,
and Webb said if we would unhandcuff
him and give him his gun nobody
would come up there. We had him over
Belcher's store.

“l believe I come down the next
morning and put them in jail. I never
knew anything more about the case
until the trial. I was down here during
the trial. After he was found guilty he
wanted to be baptized. We took him
down there to the river, and I was
along with him when they baptized
him. 1 forget what preacher baptized
him. He had on a new suit of clothes,
hat and everything, but he didn’t like
the looks of his shoes at all. I took
them back and swapped them; and
when he put them on and viewed
himself he had on the best suit he ever
had, the way I looked at it. He was
about six feet two, I think, or maybe
he might have been six foot three.”

JUDGE HERNDON. Give his color,
before you start on Gudgin.

MR. JOHNSON. He was black.

'.’IUDGE HERNDON. About what

hmi;{n.tll?ﬂnsorlq. Well, T couldn’t
y tell you, |
abo;l‘tjthirty. would figure him
DGE HERNDON. N i
deu:l'ixtion of Gudgin. Rias

JOHNSON. Well, Gu o

leve, was a little talleruihnn ‘I!s:nm. |
m‘c aborat. :ll‘x feet, heavily built. He

- _

mu} L Y, but he was heavy
E HERNDON,

bput‘ sheriff at the time?
ME. JOUNSON. | wias constable,

JUDGE HERNDON. |
i Gl HERNDON. Campbell was

TYMNCHARI Y ¢

Were  you

Effler was the she
County at that time‘?ﬁﬁ of Me

MR. JOHNSON. v
JUDGE HERNDOI?’I?i
Welch now do yoy know ghe VM of
spot where the scaffolq was oout the
MR. JOHNSON. Why ' it!
out here and look it Up. b:““ld Ret
right out here somewhere | Uit wy
MR. DAVID COLLINS, It

back of the old tem Was righy
JUDGE HERNI%;?Q:%

don’t remember the name 2y you
JOh&EMd}, killed? of the mgy
. JOHNSON. .
remember him. N8 don'y.
JUDGE HERNDON. But da va
remember what they km'dlthu 0 vou
MR. JOHNSON. They
shooting craps. It is my unders
they had had the crap game
and this fellow had skinned Ha;
he went back started the crap ga
get to kill him. That was the st
at the time. T
JUDGE HERNDON. In othe
words, this coloréd man that Ha
killed had skinned Hardy in the gam
before that game? -
MR. JOHNSON. Yes, sir, |
Hardy goes down and s
game, and Webb was behi
with his Winchester so if H:
he would get him. That
statement, what they cl -
they came after us, when we ¥
down there. -
JUDGE HERNDON. Wh
from? d
MR. JOHNSON. I do
might have heard, but [
attention. We were out
that night. I recollect it wel
was about the first year J
was elected sheriff. My
that the time Hardy
colored man was alon
during the first of the
and that he was tried &
or May, 1893, and
conviction,

Va., in a letter
1917, Wﬂm

“Just recei
requesting infot
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‘ feet high and about 25
miner allz’“;sﬁ“u as I could guess at
}cmch'e killed a Negro boy about 19
him. jd. And he was a very black
§?;0 o]‘hat is about all I know about

him.
The above-quoted statements

scem to establish two groups of
facts: —

1. (a) That about the year
|872 there was a certain Jphn
Hardy employed as a steel-driller
in railroad-construction in the
southern part of West ngmza.
This man was a very black Negro,
six feet tall, or more, of splendid
physique, a drinker, a gambler, a
roue, and a fierce fighter. .

(b) That later this Negro killed
a man in an altercation of some
sort in which gambling played a

part.

(¢) That the murder and
execution took place in the
southern part of the State, near
the Virginia line.

2. (a) That in the year 1893 a
certain John Hardy was employed
8 a coal-miner in the extreme
southern part of West Virginia.
This man was a very black Negro,
six feet two or three inches tall,
e

t
killed
the sy

this John Hardy
4 man over a crap game for
m of seventy-five cents.

(c) t the murder and
Xecution took place in the

v part of the St
ﬂmVlrsmia ling e State, near

T;l:tidentity.pf these two men
infers tstablished, but the

Nce that the 3
ex Y are the same is
remel That two

and ¢ €in physique, habits.
e sar TSCteTistics,  should oot
n 3 uld meet
in m' fate, fgcr atl’im same crime,

e | tYa is hal'dly

tion of the age
893 is important

187 1 he and the
"€ are identical, The

prowess of the steel-driller of
1872 indicates a man of mature
age, let us say twenty-four or
twenty-five. In 1893 he would
then have been forty-five or
forty-six. Three of the men
connected with the trial of Hardy
have given estimates of his age as
follows: Tabor, assistant clerk of
the Criminal Court forty;
Johnson, constable. thirty; Payne,
juryman, twenty-five. The value
of these estimates depends upon
two things, — first, accuracy of
memory in recalling, after a lapse
of twenty-four years, such details
of feature as would enable one to

judge nr'_.;ge; and, second, the
ability of the witness to make
such a judgment. Mr. Johnson

says, “l couldn’t hardly tell you
about what age. I would figure
him about thirty.” The statement
itself indicates much uncertainity
about the matter. Mr. Payne says,
“About twenty-five years old, as
well as | could guess at him."
Evidently at the trial Hardy’s age
was not brought out, or at least
not emphasized enough to be
remembered, and a guess by
memory after twenty-four years
may not be worth much. Mr.
Tabor says, “About forty years of
age.” Mr. Tabor was deputy clerk
of the court that tried Hardy, and
is now engaged in civil
engineering. His statements
indicate a better-trained and more
accurate type of mind than the
others, and have a directness that
is assuring. In any case, the
judgment of the age of a Negro of
the splendid physical type of
Hardy is a difficult matter, hard
to come at within ten years, and
more likely to be underestimated
than overestimated. In my
judgment, the testimony may well
point to an age considerable in
excess of forty.

Mr, H. S. Walker, a man of

mature years, a student in West
Virginia University from Fayette
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which the C. &
County, thrg;‘t%hthe following as a

0. runs, rep hiiah
- belief where he lives:
wn.-l?l:n Hardy, a Negro,a\\ir;)rréc:g
Langhorn, a T
-fcc(,);tractor from Richmond, Va.,

time of the building of the
Et, tgf 0. Road. Langhorn haqda
contract for work on the east side
of the Big Bend _Tunnel, which 1?_
in the adjoining county ©
Summers, to the east of Fayette
County; and some other
contractor had the work on the
west side of the tunnel. This was
the time when the steam-.drﬂler
was first used. Langhorn did not
have one, but the contractor on
the other side of the tunnel d_ld;
and Langhorn made a wager with
him that Hardy could, by hand,
drill a hole in less time than the
steam-drill could. In the contest
that followed, Hardy won, but
dropped dead on the spot. He tells
me, also, that there is a current
report in this part of the State
concerning a John Hardy who was
a tough, a saloon frequenter, an
outlaw, and a sort of a thug He
thinks this John Hardy was a
white man, and he is sure that he
was hanged later on for killing a
man in McDowell County or
across the line in Virginia.

Proba]:ility indicates that these
Iwo stories are about the same
man. For a white man
contemporary with the
steel-driller to possess the same
hame and attributes as he to
operate in the early part of his
;:aareer in the same region, to drift

ter to the same locality, to
commit the same crime, anél to

Eﬁw?:k‘“me penalty, is not

There remaing the belj
ef t
gh:lhliu died frog tlhe eft’elg::
o facis < AIn answer
Ex-Goy s,
e . McCorkle writes, “You

whe
Hardy dlula yf(:uo:y Jflllu:n

drilling-contest_* In
the belief, howeyer .
ballad called ““The Steel p..S a
not as yet found in W Tiver »
estv R |
but reported by Shearip ;S

Syllabus of Kenty In h
p. 19, as follows: fky Folk's""::

“THE STEE
1a3bde3b, IT: John Hea VER, §
his skill with sledge and’ hang o9
competes with a modern ste d'm,
Tunnel No. Nine, on the Chmm
Osll:i.o tRa;l;‘o];ad.. dDefeated, &:
asking to uried wi i :
breas%," th his tools t hig

The change of name to
Henry, and the victory ini:hl;
defeat, is not significant, anq is
easily accounted for by oral
transmission. The same process of
reasoning as applied heretofore
identifies John Henry with Johy
Hardy, who could not have died
at the end of a drilling-contest.
Most likely the ballad celebrating
the prowess of John Hardy
gradually, in its earlier making,
enhanced that prowess, and, by
the natural tendency to a tragic
ending, finally sang of his defeat
and death.

Whether the drilling-contest be
fact or fiction, is not important.
However, it could hardly have
happened. A note addressed to
the Ingersoll-Rand Company, to
whom I was referred as authority
on drills, brings the following
statemtent in a letter dated New
York City, Dec. 19, 1917: —

“Your letter of Dec. 4, addressed 1©
the Company at Easton, Pa., has bﬁg
referred to us, and in reply we WO S
advise you that, although we h&""ae
definite records, it is rather xxl'lpl“{""'tlle
that steam rock-drills were used i At
building of the C. & O. Rlﬂl’ﬂd-m
you wil.l see from the text of
attached advertisement, machine-drills their
were first used about 1866; but :
use was very limited, and not &
wnw.ii

The ortion of th* &
udvmhnmogt above referred p. -
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significant for this
discussion, is as follows: |

'--11“‘ first time rock-drills were

| in big work was at the Hoosac
used |, year 1866. llcrt; the Blll’lclglh
11!“mﬁ‘lilcd because of great repair
d""- Next came the Muxcunct_ong
el Lehigh Valley R. R., driven
from end to end with the Ingersoll
drr?ll which had been broughl‘ to a

tical stage in rock-work on Fourth
pra;mw New York, for thc. horse-car
:1:1:11:1. "This covers the period up to
1§75, when the Rand Little Giant
made a step in advance.

The Chesapeake and Ohio
Railroad was completed westward
from Sulphur Springs to
Huntington — that is, entirely
across the State of West
Virginia — in 1873.

Two versions of the ballad,
with a total of five variants, have
come to hand. Version a« gives us
something with the very
atmosphere of the
construction-camp, its rough gang
of illiterate Negroes, its profanity,
and its glorification of a gambler,
a drunkard, and a murderer. With
the exception of stanzas 2 and 3.
ballad deals with the episode
of the hanging, in some way not
clearly stated, and connected with
gmbling. The name of the place,
by wnee Camp, is exactly correct;
%t the number of men killed is
INcreased to two, and the
:Wderer is caught because he
hlkn:ft?hmn' Not only does the
inciden ¢ ballad deal with this

L in the career of John
ml_t € prominent places,
Bven 1o ilmn' and the end, are

h
h
the gpo0 The older incident of
“drillin i
h.. cloart & contest s,

m::'l‘ly Y remembered and
: oLy

EXpressed, though
on the way to
version stands
were, between the
by Shearin

Out of memory

€ntirely, Shawnee )

Lt (_.‘
become 3 Chinese c::;g ﬂh:fx?
easy Lhungc and cnnscqllentl
the man killeq 15a ( .

‘hinaman_ The
money is stil]
dn 1s killed in

yellow girl with her
in the E.amc. and a m
4 gambling-brawl. The referenc
to the Big Beng T‘u;rz;';ltmif;
probably a Cross-reference from
another West Virginia ballag
(namely, “The Wreck on the C.A
O. Road”) VETY popular in the
southern part of the State, and
contemporary in growth with that
part of “John Hardy” since 1894,
The last two stanzas, given to
._Iohn Hardy himself furnish an
interesting reference to a fact in
his history (namely, his baptism
before hanging), and may be a
remnant of the song he composed
and sang just before his death.
The introduction of the
conventional ballad element of
having the hero’s mother and
sweetheart come to see him is to
be noted in stanzas 6 and 7.

Versions ¢, d and e are
variants of version 5. In ¢ the
Negro gambling-dive is exalted to
a “Wild West show” (stanza 2),
and the conventionalizing process
is carried further in stanza 6 by
giving him a “pretty little wife,”
whom he kept “dressed in blue,”
and who had always been true to
him. In d the yellow girl becomes
a less shadowy personage, upon
whom 1is bestowed the
high-sounding, romantic name,
Rgzella (stanza 2). The refusal of
the Court to grant bond to a
“murderen” man in stanza 6 is a
good bit of realism, wnt}l whlcht,_
no doubt, the Negro singers O
this ballad were fairly fanuhqr.
The reference to his baptism fal:ls
to appear. In e t :
conventionalizing process goes ?:l
apace: the father 18 m_trodu;:ee,
the hero is blessed with t y
children, and two stanzas (; MII
8) from The Lass of Rucg oya
(Child, No. 76) are inserted.




As a result of this study, the
following things appeal to me as
ignificant: —
msnlﬁ..w‘l‘llzc origin in our qay of
such a ballad among an illiterate
and comparatively primitive

le.
peog. The testimony of
spontaneous composition of
stanzas by men enga_ged in the
hard work of steel-drilling. :

3. The two groups of facts in
Hardy’s life centring respectively
about the dates 1872 and 1894,
which furnish the nuclei for three
types of ballad as to content: (a)
John Hardy, the steel-driver; (b)
John Hardy, the steel-driver and
the murdered; (¢) John Hardy, the
murderer.

4. The wunreliability of
statements in the ballad; and the
difficulty, even at this early date,
of determining the facts on which
the song is based.

5. The passing of the song into
the possession of white folk, and
the rapid introduction on
conventional elements of balladry.
All the copies of the ballad in my
possession were communicated by
white people.

“John Hardy” is recorded
elsewhere as follows: —

SHEARIN AND COMBS, A
Syllabus of Kentucky Folk-Song, p.
19. “John Hardy,” iii, 4a3 c3g,
6. — An account of Hardy’s shooting a
man in a poker-game; of his arrest,
trial, conviction, conversion, and
baptism; and of his execution and
huhl;;nuthe'l‘u River.

- oA Steel Driver,” ii,
4a3b4c3b, I1. - John Henry, proud of
his kil with sledge and hand-drill,

made to say, “for the
love.” The f Sake of
mentioned. e N -l"’l

Ibid., 22:249-250, _
Bascom reports from
‘Johnie Henry»
begins, —

Ibid, 26:163-165. — Fise ae
of “John Henry” n:::e .
Sparrow. The first four are brief
the only significant lines are, —~
“This ole hammer killed Jo

Drivin’ Steel, Baby, drivin’ s

The fifth is a ballad of e
stanzas, obtained from
mountain whites. In it John Hi
steel-driver, who competes w
steam-driller in a big tunnel, appa
on the C. & O. line. He leavesa
wife to mourn his death.

Ibid., 26:180-182. — Variant
this study, communicated by
present writer; also printed in W
Virginia School Journal and Educ
44:216-217 (September, 1915). .

Ibid., 27:249. — Reported by fitle,
“That's the Hammer killed John
Henry,” from South Carolina, by
Henry C. Davis.

Ibid., 28:14. — Communicated by
John A. Lomax as being sung alﬂm
Chesapeake and Ohio Road in
Kentucky and West Virginia. John
Henry, the best steel-driver on the C. &
0. Road, competes with a steam s
in Tunnel No. Nine, beats it by an
and a half, and lays down his
and dies.

CAMPBELL AND SHARP,
iolk-Songs fromzsg?h;ss.so‘f.jw
ppalachians, pp- -2506-

Hardy ™ — A ballad in_ nine e 7

e Yt ok 1Ty
ro kills er for

the *‘Shunny Camps’ (ShawneS
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And 1 don’t care a damn what | sa

[ don't care a snap for the police.”
But they let John Hardy get away, poor boy!
They let John Hardy get away.

.
’

( Version c.)

icated by Mr. Lee C. Wooddell, Durbin, Pocahontas Coun , who
(Com!;:‘}m Mr. Ernie Wright, Hosterman, Pocahontas County.) Bade

1. John Hardy he was two years old,
Sitting on his mother’s knee:
“The Big Ben Tunnel on the C. & O. Road
Is going to be the death of me, poor boy,
Is going to be the death of me, poor boy.”

2. John Hardy went into a Wild West show,
Playing at a fifty-cent game:
“Whoever wins my fifty cents,
I’m going to blow out his brains, poor boy!
I’m going to blow out his brains, poor boy.”

3. John Hardy laid down a twenty-dollar bill, ¥
And he didn’t ask for change:
“All I want is a forty-four gun
To blow out another nigger’s brains, poor boy!
To blow out another nigger’s brains, poor boy!”

4. John Hardy went to New Port,
Expecting to be free.
The detective patted him on the back:
“John Hardy, go along with me, poor boy!
John Hardy, go along with me, poor boy!”

5. “I've been to the East, I’ve been to the West,
. And I've been all over the world;
I've been to the river to be baptized,
But I'm on my hanging-ground, poor boy!
But I'm on my hanging-ground, poor boy!”

John Hardy had a pretty little wife,
He kept her dressed in blue.

! she heard that John was dead,

: John Hardy, I've been true to you, poor bo ,,!,

\ John Hardy, I've been true to you, poor boy



